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Intro 


KAWANABE Kyosal - JAPAN (ca. 1887) 


Are mangoes fruitier than bananas? 
I guess either could nourish you just fine. 
I guess variety is overrated. 


Regardless, variety does exist and here we 
are. Still more magical texts being pulled from a 
Zen hat. Nothing you haven’t seen before. 


So think of a person who is planning to gather 
all the different fruits in the world, before they 
start enjoying some fruit. Wouldn’t that be silly? 
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And what about swimming? Must you first 
compete for the Olympics, before you enjoy the 
practice and the benefits of swimming? 


There are different kinds of swimming and all 
of them will prevent drowning. 


Zen is pretty much like swimming. Anybody 
can enjoy it. You don’t have to become a monk, or 
a professional diver. 

You don’t even need any discipline. 

You can jump right in, naked. 


Eventually, if you want to go deeper, there are 
ways, but you don’t have to go deeper before you 
start doing it, enjoying it and taking benefit from 
it, 


Though swimming is usually accessible to 
people, there is still the inconvenience of finding a 
pool of water. Zen Buddhism is more accessible, 
because you are the pool of water. Consequently, 
you can start from anywhere, at anytime. 

All you need is already at hand, always. It is 
something you could never separate yourself from. 
Searching for Zen anywhere else would be like 
trying to swim outside the water. 


Some guidance, or reference, could also prove 
beneficial. After all, if you have never seen people 
swimming, or even heard about it, I can see how 
inventing swimming on your own could prove to 
be achallenge. This is where these texts come in. 


A series of books has a natural order. The first 
one you publish becomes “volume 1” and so forth, 
but the focus point of this series in particular is 
not the outcome of a progressive, linear compre- 
hension. It is something that happens suddenly 
and spontaneously, like a good laugh. 


Did you by any chance put in a lot of effort 
building up a sense of humour, before you were 
able to have a good laugh? 

Or could it be that maybe you used to laugh 
very quietly and timidly as a child, and moved to 
laughing louder when you had more experience? 
Is this how laughing works for you? 


There are also some sophisticated forms of 
comedy, whose appreciation demands experience 
and context. However, laughter itself is always 
the same: when we experience a funny situation, 
it bursts forth suddenly and spontaneous. 

So you don’t need to push it, but before getting 
lost, consider for yourself if you are really trying 
to swim, or only interested in swimming lore and 
debates about swimming. 

Some are even invested in standing on land 
and doing a pantomime of the sea with their arms 
and legs. They also call it swimming. 

Nothing wrong with that, I guess, but it is 
useless when trying not to drown. 


We humans are very peculiar. This joke made 
you bored, but someone else considered it “the 
funniest joke ever told”. Your favourite joke is the 
one another person couldn’t understand. 
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I am quite aware of being a clown, so consider 
this a comedy book, or a puzzle box by a trickster. 
No need to get frustrated if you can’t get all the 
jokes in a comedy book... 

It is also natural to get confused when clowns 
start ranting about “the nature of comedy”. It is 
my fault as a writer, not yours as a reader. 

So relax. Don’t be too hard on yourself. 

I am counting on the reader’s freedom to just 
swipe left anything they do not relate to, similar 
to what we do in dating apps. You just go for the 
next crush. You only really need one of them to 
change your life. 


In practice, one text helps clarifying the other. 
I have also included (casually and secondarily) 
some historical data, context, and a somewhat 
loose time-line throughout the series, as I reckon 
people would expect some of those after reading 
several volumes on Zen. 

But those details are just trivia. 

The real content here in these books is the 
laughter, the climax, the sudden spontaneous ex- 
perience that no information could replace. 

Living the Zen experience is the real treasure. 
“Understanding things about Zen” or “getting 
more information on Zen” is nothing but crumbs. 

Even expecting to understand everything at 
first is immature. This kind of accomplishment 
takes time, just like learning to cook “everything” 
or enjoying “any” jazz music. 

So again, relax. 

Just do it. 
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As soon as you can see the Gold Needle’s Nose 
sticking through the fabric, the Long Thread of 
Jade will move effortlessly through the opening. 


Belo Horizonte, 2020 
Daniel Abreu de Queiroz 
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A soothing lake made of words and sacred 
teachings everywhere 


A competent doctor can heal a patient who is 
suffering and gravely ill. 


In a similar fashion, my dear friends, the 
teachings of the Buddha — whether presented in 
speeches, poems, anecdotes, commentaries or 
wonderful sayings — can do away with sadness, 
lamentation, grief, and despair. 


Think of a person who is utterly dry and 
thirsty, sunburned and exhausted by the heat. If 
such a person reaches a crystalline lake of pure 
refreshing waters, after they drink and bathe, all 
their tiredness and fever will disappear. 


This is also what happens, my dear friends, 
when you receive the teachings of the Buddha, 
whether presented in speeches, poems, anecdotes, 
commentaries, or wonderful sayings — every kind 
of weariness, fatigue and feverish burning of the 
heart are pacified. 
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You too 


“Look at it! 

All the insults they hurled at me! 
All the things they took from me! 
Can’t you see it?” 


If you are embracing yourself 
To such bitter thoughts, 

You will experience your life 
In hate. 


“Look at it! 

All the insults they hurled at me! 
All the things they took from me! 
Can’t you see it?” 


Let go 

Of these thoughts so grim, 
And experience your life 
In love. 


In this world we live, 
Hate has never been able 
To disperse hate. 


Love is the only thing 
That has the power 
To make hate disappear. 


This is an ancient, 
Universal law — 
Endless in power 
And scope. 
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One day, 

You too shall pass. 
Knowing this, 

Why would you quarrel? 
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A crying Ryokan 


I watch the people in this world 
Throwing their lives away, 
Because they covet 

Things. 


Unable to satisfy 

Desires, 

Falling into a pit of despair; 
Torturing themselves. 


Even when they attain 
The object of their lust, 
How long will they enjoy it? 


For a brief heavenly pleasure, 
Long torments in hell; 
Fastening their chains 

To the Wheel of Life and Death. 


Such people resemble monkeys 
Frantically trying to catch 

The reflection of the moon 
Over a pool of water; 

Failing and falling 

Into a whirlpool. 


Can you see 

How they are trapped 
By mere illusions 

In a groundless world? 


How terrible their suffering! 
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Against my own interests, 
I spend the night worrying about them 
And I can’t stop crying. 
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Countless subjective toads 


After braving the rigours of a monastic life for 
many years — painstakingly studying all sorts of 
sutras without grasping their ultimate meaning, 
and enduring all kinds of austerities in persistent 
unenlightenment — a monk was finally convinced 
that he lacked the talent and gave up on becoming 
a buddha. 

He built a solitary retreat for himself in the 
mountains, living there in isolation until his hair 
had turned white. Despite giving up on the life of 
a monk and on attaining enlightenment, he still 
kept a loyal adherence to the Buddhist precepts. 


A certain night, he was lost in thoughts while 
returning to his hut in the dark, when he stepped 
over a slushy mystery. 

Explaining here that “he had already crushed 
that mystery with the force of his weight, before 
becoming conscious of it” takes many words and 
quite some time, but it naturally happened in a 
split second. 

The hermit instinctively dragged his foot on 
the earth, to rid himself of slimy residues under 
his sandal, and kept on going... 


Back to his uneventful hut, the man thought 
about the early episode and concluded to have 
stepped on a toad. 

This conclusion immensely disturbed him. 


Taking a life is naturally forbidden by the 
Buddhist precepts, and the idea of squashing a 
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toad because of his unawareness was agonizing to 
that old man. 

During his sleep, the hermit had a strange 
nightmare, in which a multitude of angry toads 
were protesting and demanding that he paid with 
his own life. 


When morning came, consumed with anxiety, 
the man returned to the place of the accident and, 
from the leftovers on the ground, realized that in 
the previous night he had actually stepped over a 
rotten eggplant. 

In the mixture of relief and revelation of that 
discovery, he suddenly grasped the meaning of all 
the words he had heard and repeated in his youth 
about the non-existence of an objective world. 

Now he had finally learned how to really study 
Zen. Just by maintaining his habitual discipline, 
eventually he became a realized master and left 
the mountains to teach. 
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The way back home 


The state of Yan, in ancient China, was once 
attacked by a nomad people known as Shan Rong. 

Unable to withstand their invasion, the king 
of Yan requested the help of his most powerful 
ally: the state of Qi. 


The battle lasted for several months and, even 
if the alliance between the Yan and the Qi came 
up victorious against the Shan Rong, the roads 
and the landscape were so drastically changed by 
the war, that the army of Qi faced an unexpected 
challenge: nobody knew how to return home. 


The king, the prime minister, the leader of the 
scouts and all the advisors were gathered in a 
heated argument, but no one could be sure of the 
way. 

Eventually, a foot soldier had the courage to 
approach them with the following idea: 

“When dogs are away from their homes, they 
usually can find their way back. I believe that a 
horse has the same talent. So if you just let one of 
the old ones go, it will probably guide us in the 
right direction.” 


They saw the wisdom of this advice and, when 


their knowledge had failed them, an old horse led 
them back home. 
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Transcendental palette 


Arising and taking form, 
Everything has a source... 


Thinking about it, 
Try not to think. 


Even before rocks and plants, 
I was nothing. 

After death, in nothingness, 
Ill be nothing again. 


This tint painting the wind 


Blowing through the trees... 
Who listens? 
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“SAMPLING TEA BENEATH THE WU TREES” 
NAKABAYASHI CHIKUTO - JAPAN (1840) 
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A Dharma battle by the foot of Mount 
Jing 


Out on a pilgrimage to meet and interview the 
masters of their times, Baso and Nansen (these 
were two giants in the history of Zen) arrived at 
the foot of Mount Jing, known as the ancient home 
to a large monastery. 

Of course these monks were traveling on foot. 
No Internet, no apps, no virtual assistants... Can 
you imagine all the complications separating the 
hearing of a famous monastery at some distant 
Mount Jing, and actually getting there? 

Even at the foot of the mountain, how do you 
get to the monastery? There were no cities around. 
Nobody to ask for directions. So when Baso and 
Nansen found an old lady receiving travellers in 
her impoverished inn, they immediately joined 
her for some refreshments and information. 


When the monks asked the old lady how to get 
to the temple, she said: 

“You just have to go straight ahead.” 

This answer was fragrant of Zen and perhaps 
it had no relation to worldly coordinates. Instead, 
that answer was hinting that the old lady herself 
had some understanding of the Way. 


Two chapters from now, incidentally, you will 
see how master Unmon gets disappointed because 
Tozan fails to give him a “spiritual answer” like 
the one from this old lady. 


One thing at a time... In this chapter, Baso 
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and Nansen were seeking actual directions and 
not a Dharma Battle. Confronted with a mystical 
challenge, they were naturally dumbstruck. 

The plot thickens even more, because people 
living near famous monasteries would sometimes 
copy the words they heard from traveling monks, 
and it was not yet possible to see into this old lady. 


Was she just trying to show off to visitors and 
picking the wrong ones? Did she really know the 
practice of the Way? 

Baso took the challenge and raised the bet: 

“But, my kind lady, if we proceed straight 
ahead, won’t we encounter deep waters impeding 
our journey?” 

The old lady laughed at him and said: 

“These deep waters you mention couldn’t even 
get your feet wet!” 

Baso teased her further: 

“I see the rice paddies around here are looking 
pretty vibrant on the tops, but somewhat arid on 
the roots.” 

The lady said: 

“Up and down, and all around, the crabs have 
already eaten everything.” 

Baso conceded: 

“Tl admit the seeds have a pleasant perfume.” 

The old lady mocked him again: 

“Really? But I always thought that it had no 
smell!” 

Quite impressed with that woman, the master 
asked: 

“My good lady, where do you live?” 

The woman said: 
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“Right here.” 
Commentary: 


This obscene old lady had already wandered 
far from whichever land kept her apart from any 
mountain monastery. 

She was soaked through and through by the 
deep waters, perfectly at ease in the wildness of 
life. 
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Nothing exists apart from the mind 


Consider the following hypothesis: 

Nothing you experience is external. 

Everything you have access to, in reality, is 
your own mind — just like the countless images a 
TV could show are always the same screen. 


From this perspective, what we call “things” 
are seen as arbitrary differentiations; ephemeral 
imaginary identities, created by attachments and 
superimposed as an illusion over the continuous 
interchangeability of a single All. 


In this context, what is the point of talking 
about “coming” and “going”? 

If you are watching TV and the screen shows 
different places, are you actually traveling there? 

In fact, where are you now, exactly? 

If nothing exists apart from the mind, where 
could you move to? 


I try not to intervene too much, but too much 
intervention is unavoidable in the end, as I chose 
to present these texts. So now I am going all out, 
to share an online conversation which I hope can 
help clarifying a lot of confusion, particularly in 
cases like the next chapter. 

The idea of editing an irresponsible online 
conversation to present it as a “koan” makes me 
laugh so hard, that to embrace tradition as I break 
it, I will shamelessly and unceremoniously adopt 
a pseudo-monastic name. It was ridiculously cho- 
sen by myself: Kerozene. 


25 


A visitor told the assembly (online): 


“When the masters say ‘Mind’, they mean 
what is also referred to as awareness and atten- 
tion. (They do not mean the ‘intellect’, or ‘thoughts’ 
or ‘the thing that you think with’. Call it a bad 
translation that we got stuck with). 

“Mind is what you direct when you pay atten- 
tion. What you concentrate when you concentrate. 
What gets jerked around when you are distracted. 
What we manipulate in meditation: that’s what 
they mean by ‘“Mind’.” 


Kerozene said: 


“Thirty blows! But as the internet is a very 
limited form of communication, I will keep going 
and shame myself, entering a pool of mud for your 
convenience... 

“One of the features that initially interested 
me in Zen was its sophisticated use of language. A 
fascinating thing about Zen masters is how they 
can use the same word with several different 
meanings. 

“So ‘mind’, in chan, can mean a lot of different 
things. When masters talk, the words are flowing, 
like the mind. 


“I have to say this though: nothing is being 
manipulated on meditation, except for beginners 
who are still on their way to start meditating. 

“Initially, for beginners, yes, there are roads 
which involve focusing your attention away from 
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thoughts — focusing it on your breathing, on the 
sounds, on the light of a candle in a dark room, in 
a mental image and so on... 

“Though now I can’t think of texts using ‘mind’ 
as ‘attention’, I can see how it is a possible use to 
instruct beginners. 


“The intellect — the human inner universe of 
linguistic representation — is many times called 
‘mind’ too. The ‘thinking mind’ and its products, 
like logic, teleology and so on... That “mind” which 
has intentions and goals. But the most important 
meaning in Zen has to be that which coincides 
with ‘Buddha’. 

“Famous examples include: “There is nothing 
apart from the mind,’ and “The mind is Buddha’ 
etc. 


“Another word for it is the ‘Mani Jewel’. 

Can you think of your vision as a beautiful 
jewel? I mean, instead of ‘interpreting’ the world 
as ‘things’ and dividing your experience into 
‘things’, can you experience your sights as a single 
jewel, flowing like a river? 

“Think of this online forum. On the screen, we 
can separate the fields with posts and rules, the 
sidebars and so on... We can separate the areas 
with text from the blank ones, we can separate 
the words from each other, separate each one of 
the characters... But this is all an illusion, right? 
In reality, there is no separation. 

“All these ‘different things’ we can perceive 
and differentiate here are actually happening 
over a continuous shining screen. Can you see 
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your vision as a single screen and experience it 
like one impersonally looking at a TV as ‘ust a 
TV’? Can you avoid getting immersed in the illu- 
sory worlds that it shows, simply seeing them as 
changing colours? If you can do this and you can 
really look at things as they are, they turn into 
non-things. Also when ‘really looking’ at details in 
the virtual objects created by a graphics card in a 
game, don’t those things on the screen become 
non-things? 

“If you can experience your own vision and 
your hearing, and all the sensations and feelings 
and thoughts and ABSOLUTELY EVERYTHING 
you experience (or have access to) as reflections 
over a single marvellous jewel that flows like a 
river, this is the Mani Jewel, or also ‘mind’. 


“But as long as you are enslaved by words and 
ideas, you cannot experience this — as long as you 
approach it by trying to ‘understand’ or to ‘define’ 
it with differentiations, this will prevent you from 
experiencing it. 

“Thus, focusing your attention away from 
thoughts is a starting point. Until you actually ex- 
perience that these thoughts can dry away and 
that your life will continue — that ‘you’ are not 
‘your thoughts,’ but the Mani Jewel, or Mind. 

“After that, you can start real meditation. 


“It is not difficult to explain, but the more you 
‘understand,’ more contradictions will arise. 

“For example: if you look at a TV as just a 
shining screen — where meaningless colours are 
flowing and never ‘coming’ or ‘going’ anywhere 
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— then you are not isolating imaginary ‘things’ by 
illusory differentiation. However, in this scenario 
we still find an unavoidable differentiation: that 
between the object (the TV) and the observer 
(you). 

“When contemplating the ‘Mani Jewel’, or 
‘mind’, this is you experiencing you — so there is 
no object and no observer; no differentiation at all. 
In reality, there is no explanation. You have to see 
it for yourself.” 
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About three blows 


On a traditional journey visiting Zen masters; 
exposing himself to sparks that could ignite his 
awakening, Tozan called on master Unmon, who 
asked him: 

“Where are you coming from?” 

“From the village of Sato.” 

“Where did you stay for summer training?” 

“At the Hoji Temple.” 

“And when did you leave?” 

“On the 25th day of August.” 

Clearly disappointed with the answers, 
Unmon dismissed the newcomer, saying: 

“You should be receiving about three blows 
from my staff now, but this time I will let it slide.” 


Tozan had an agonizing night. By morning, he 
was kneeling before Unmon once more: 

“You forgave me about three blows yesterday, 
master, but I still can’t understand what I did to 
deserve them.” 

Unmon said: 

“You are a worthless monk, simply traveling 
from one monastery to another.” 

Hearing these words, Tozan experienced his 
awakening. 


Commentary and poem: 


It has no form, but it is ever present. 

Vast and boundless, it reaches everywhere. 

Inseparable, spontaneously it responds in 
freedom. 
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Even if it is so, students of Zen have been 
searching in vain the four corners of the world. 

They are coming and going, always asking 
and answering, nosing and poking, trying to sniff 
out the gold. 


In Zen, watching the actions and attitudes of 
people, we probe their understanding and clarity. 
Words and statements, questions and answers are 
investigated under this light. 

The main point is this: 

Where are you? 

You must carefully look into this. 


Those searching for a Way outside themselves 
are avoiding the truth; firmly attached to their 
discriminating consciousness. This is a source of 
unnecessary pain and suffering. 


Is it possible that all around the world, you 
alone haven’t heard the news? 

“Even before we take the first step, already 
we have arrived.” 

This is what the Buddha taught. 


Is it shallow 
Or is it deep? 


Who cares? 
It is in your hands! 


All over the world, 
Few can see it: 
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The universe itself is the Way. 
Ultimate Reality 
Is your own life. 


Commentary and poem by another master: 


Tozan was served a feast by Master Unmon. 

If the monk manages to digest his dish, Unmon 
can greet another member into the family. 

During the night, Tozan was shipwrecked in 
the ocean of good and evil, but in the morning 
Unmon burst the bubble. 

In the end, all it took was a single pinprick. 

So what do you think? 

Did Tozan deserve the blows? 


If you say yes, he deserved them, all of you are 
also deserving of about three blows! 

If you say no, he did not deserve them, are you 
calling master Unmon a liar? How dare you! 

If you can solve this dilemma with talent, 
Tozan will have to share the feast with you. 


The lioness strictly instructs her cubs. 
The little ones jump, 
And she knocks them down. 


Upon meeting Tozan, 
Unmon only raised his bow. 
The next morning, 

He shot the arrow. 
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“LIONS AT THE STONE BRIDGE OF MOUNT TIANTAI” 
SOGA SHOHAKU - JAPAN (1779) 
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The mountains 


The snow is gone at Zhongnan. 
Spring is here. 


In the distance, lovely blues 
Cascading over dark rocks. 


A thousand carriages, 
Countless travellers 


Wander along the Nine Roads. 


How many turn their necks 
To admire the mountains? 


None! 
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. b: aoe Bese 
“36 views oF Mount Fut: 
REFLECTION IN LAKE AT MISAKA IN KAI PROVINCE” 
(SR-=TKS YN = 327K A) 
KATSUSHIKA Hokusal - JAPAN (cA. 1830) 
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Changing the world 


Xiu Shan called on Di Zang and the master 
asked him: 

“Where are you coming from?” 

Xiu Shan said: 

“From the South.” 

“And how is Buddhism in the South?” 

“There is a lot of debate about politics and 
much studying of the sutras.” 

Di Zang laughed and said: 

“And how does it compare to me here in these 
mountains, working the land and planting rice?” 

Xiu Shan was not impressed and said: 

“Here in the middle of nowhere, how could you 
ever change the world?” 

Di Zang laughed again and said: 

“What is it that you are calling ‘the world’?” 
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Few enormous words 


Sounds of the valley: 
The most refined language. 


Shape of the mountain: 
Isn’t it the Pure Body? 
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Put down the whip 


When spring arrives, 
The flowers bloom — 
They never say no. 


Under the Autumn sky, 
Trees do not cry 
About their fallen leaves. 


Seasons shift at nature’s call; 
A whip’s crack could never 
Ever hurry them at all. 


Ten Thousand Things 


Rise and fall 
Naturally. 
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Microcosms without a microscope 


When your thoughts fail to cover all your body 
and your mind, you might feel like you have 
enough. 

When thoughts are covering your body and 
mind, you feel like something is missing. 


Imagine yourself floating, right in the middle 
of the ocean, with no land in sight. Investigating 
the four corners, you could reach the conclusion 
that the ocean is round, because that is what you 
see. How could you see it any other way? 

But the ocean is neither round nor square — 
its borders have an infinite variety of shapes. 

The same goes for a tower, or a jewel. They 
can appear circular; from a determinate point of 
view, at a certain time. This perspective, however, 
could never exhaust what they really are. 

This principle applies to everything. 


Both the world of illusions and reality beyond 
conditions have infinite features, but we can only 
define what is perceived through our senses and 
intellect. 

To penetrate the nature of Ten Thousand 
Things, you need to understand that even when 
you see something circular (from a certain point of 
view, at a certain time) similar to the oceans and 
mountains, everything always retains an infinite 
variety of multiple features. 

Whole universes exist there. This holds true if 
we are talking about large objects, like the oceans 
and the mountains, and it also holds true if we are 
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talking about whatever lies directly beneath your 
feet, or even in a single drop of water. 


Picture it this way: within the vastness of the 
ocean, no matter how far a fish can swim, there is 
always more water to discover. However far a bird 
might fly, there is always more air available to 
support its wings. 

Watching these creatures from an outsider 
perspective, one could assume that their lives are 
very limited, because they seem to be confined by 
their respective elements. However, when their 
activity is large, their field becomes large. When 
their activity is short, their field becomes short. 

This is how both fish and birds can fully cover 
their own reaches, and completely enjoy their own 
lives. 


If a bird moves out of its element, it will die. If 
a fish moves out of the water, it will die. Still, air 
is life and water is life. The bird is life and the fish 
is life. Wouldn’t it be ridiculous to say that only 
one of them is gifted? 

This goes even deeper, for practicing enlight- 
enment reaches both compartmentalized life and 
life beyond conditions. 


If a fish or a bird ever tried investigating the 
limits of their own elements before settling down, 
they would fail to find their place and live fully. 

When you can find your place where you are, 
this is real meditation — it can reach the real roots. 

When you find your life right now, this is real 
meditation — it can reach the real roots. 
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Your place and your life, and also the places 
and lives of other beings are neither big, nor small 
— neither long, nor short. 

The world has not been dragged from the past, 
nor is it just rising out of nothing at every mo- 
ment. 


In real meditation that leads to the wisdom of 
a buddha, your place is here and your life is now. 

To occupy a place is to become it. 

To discover the practice is to keep it. 

Here is the place where your life happens. 


In reality, things are infinite and have no end. 
The limits of enlightenment are equally un- 
fathomable. 


Every drop from the ocean is wet and every 
puff of winter wind is cold. 

Also every enlightenment simultaneously 
brings all the experience from the Buddha’s teach- 
ing. 


Resist the notion that your deepest findings 
could be transformed into that kind of knowledge 
one can manage with their intellect, or turned 
into words to be displayed for the curiosity of oth- 
ers. 

Immediately and simultaneously experienced, 
the inconceivable lies above appearances and far 
beyond what we call knowledge. 
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Parroting words from others 


Like most students of Zen in those days, a 
young Tesshu Yamaoka was traveling the country; 
meeting, challenging or interviewing masters and 
fellow students, hoping to clear his doubts and to 
experience enlightenment. 

Well educated and inexperienced, young 
Tesshu exuded a lot of arrogance. 

Upon meeting the master Dokuon, he said: 

“The Mind, Buddha and sentient beings in 
fact do not exist. The true nature of phenomena is 
emptiness. There is no realization and no illusion. 
It is impossible to tell apart sages from idiots. 
There is nothing being offered, and nothing being 
received.” 

Smoking in scornful silence, Dokuon was not 
impressed. Using his long pipe like a flash of light- 
ening, all of a sudden he smote Tesshu. 

The young monk glared at the master, anger 
flaring in his eyes as his lips tightened into a thin 
line. 

Dokuon said: 

“If nothing exists as you say, then where does 
this anger come from?” 


42 


Do you want to meet you? 


Ten thousand miles. 
Pure wind. 
Alone. 


If you can clearly grasp it, 
There are no separate parts. 
Everything is a single old monk: 
Me. 


I am literally you. 


You and I could enlighten the whole world, 
And we could also mislead the whole world. 


Do you want to meet you? 
Here! 
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Six windows and a monkey 


Chuyu, a disciple of Baso, was thus questioned 
by Kyozan: 

“How should we understand the nature of our 
consciousness?” 

Chuyu said: 

“It is like a monkey inside a tower with six 
windows. When someone approaches the eastern 
window and calls ‘Hey monkey! Hey monkey!’, the 
monkey turns in that direction and answers the 
call. When the calls are coming from the other 
windows, the monkey will face them and answer.” 

Kyozan bowed in gratitude and said: 

“Your illustration was certainly instructive 
and very clear. However, I have a doubt and I wish 
you could help me: if the monkey happens to be 
asleep inside the tower, whenever an external 
agent approaches the windows with their calls, 
what happens then?” 

Chuyu stepped down from his seat and took 
the arm of Kyozan around his own, as he started 
dancing and singing: 

Ji Hey monkey! Hey monkey! Our battle is 
over! It is like a tiny creature, nested between the 
eyebrows of a mosquito. On a crossroad, it can 
surprise us with a loud scream: ‘Vast is the land, 
people are few and making friends is difficult!’ S 
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Smiling to himself 


Truly Iam 
Just a dullard old man, 
Living among rocks and trees. 


Please, 

Don’t question me 
About illusion 

And enlightenment. 


I am only a simpleton 
Who likes smiling to himself. 


With my skinny legs, 
I cross the streams. 
During springtime, 

I carry a basket. 


This is my life, 


And the world 
Doesn’t owe me a thing. 
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Far beyond language 


For a younger Tokusan, a Buddhist scholar, 
studying the traditional sutras from India (highly 
sophisticated and enigmatic scriptures) was the 
only genuine approach to Buddhism. 

Thus, he was royally annoyed by news of the 
latest trend: a popular Buddhist sect, preaching 
enlightenment as a special kind of transmission, 
outside the scriptures and not dependent on 
words... [Do you have an idea who these savages 
might have been?] 

Pretentious and confrontational, Tokusan set 
out on a pilgrimage to unmask these impostors 
and preachers of heresy. 


Approaching the mountain temple led by 
Ryutan [one of the leading troublemakers], the 
Scholarly Knight went into a tavern for a rest and 
a meal. 

When the owner approached, Tokusan asked 
her for a dish with a curious name, that could be 
translated from the Chinese as something close to 
“enlighten the mind”. 

Many have complained that it is impossible to 
express all the subtleties in the original, but just 
consider the following dialogue depends on this 
double meaning with the name of the dish. 

For starters, instead of leaving and preparing 
the food, the old lady lingered and questioned the 
monk about the boxes he was carrying on his back. 

“These contain all my commentaries on the 
Diamond Sutra. I have studied and researched it 
for several years.” 
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Grinning, the old lady proposed a challenge: 

“Since the professor is an expert on the 
Diamond Sutra, perhaps you can clarify a portion 
of it for me, and then you can “eat” (enlighten the 
mind) for free. But if you cannot do it, I will not 
serve you.” 

Perfectly confident in his erudition, Tokusan 
promptly accepted the woman’s challenge. 

She said: 

“The Diamond Sutra claims that it would be 
impossible to retain a mind of the past, to grasp a 
mind of the future, or even to hold a mind of the 
present. So which exactly is the mind you mean to 
enlighten with my food?” 

The scholar was unable to answer. Admired 
[even forgot about the food!] he asked the old lady 
about her studies. She said: 

“I have never studied the holy scriptures, but 
there is a master in a temple nearby who might 
have taught me a thing or two about them. His 
name is Ryutan. You should talk to him.” 


When Tokusan finally knelt in front of Ryutan, 
his arrogance was gone. After the interview with 
an old lady at the tavern, he sincerely recognized 
the wisdom he had previously despised and just 
wanted to clear up his own doubts about the Way. 

Despite his honest curiosity, his approach was 
too scholarly still, and long hours passed as they 
talked. Night was already deep when a sleepy 
Ryutan asked if they could resume conversation 
on the next day. 

It would be difficult for a newcomer to walk 
through the monastery in the dark, so the master 
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offered a lighted lantern to his guest. 

Delighted by this convenience, Tokusan bowed 
in gratitude and turned his back to leave. But as 
quick as a tiger, Master Ryutan sneaked beside 
him and blew out the lantern. 

In the sudden darkness that enveloped him, 
Tokusan was enlightened. 


The following day, he threw his boxes in front 
of the meditation hall and spread the scrolls on 
the floor. Those were his commentaries on the 
Diamond Sutra. 

Under the stare of the curious monks, he set 
fire to the papers and said: 

“However complex and profound scholarly 
studies might be, compared to enlightenment they 
are like a hair against the sky. However complex 
and awe inspiring intellectual knowledge and its 
development into useful technology might be, if 
we compare it to enlightenment, it is like a drop of 
water against the ocean.” 


Commentary: 


Tokusan used to walk with his nose so high, it 
made him nearly blind. 

Ryutan, however, was so compassionate that 
he even forgot his own dignity. What he did there 
was like throwing a bucket of dirty water over a 
drunkard, to wake him up. 


[Kerozene: A cat might sleep in the oven, but 
it is not a biscuit. Also dragons working in taverns 
might refuse to serve snakes. ] 
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Bodhidharma 


Far beyond language, 

The preaching of the Way is continuous. 
Also words can expound it, 

But never exhaust it. 
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“GIRL FILLING A BUCKET WITH SEA WATER” 
UTAGAWA KuNIYOSHI - JAPAN (cA. 1830) 
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Do not disturb 
Look, a morning glory! 


Twined round the well bucket... 
Ill ask the neighbours for water. 
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“PINE TREE AND CALLIGRAPHY” 
IkE TAIGA - JAPAN (ca. 1800) 
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Ryokan is making friends 


Hey, lonely pine tree! 

I would gladly give you 

My straw hat and my clothes, 
To protect you from the rain. 
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Escaping the Wheel of Life and Death 


A monk asked Tozan: 

“How can we escape the inconveniences caused 
by the climatic fluctuations between hot and cold?” 

Tozan suggested: 

“You should go to a place where it is neither 
hot, nor cold?” 

The monk asked: 

“And where is such a place, neither hot, nor 
cold?” 

Tozan said: 

“In winter, we become the cold. In summer, we 
become the heat.” 


A similar anecdote was recorded about Sozan 
—a disciple of Tozan — thus challenged by a monk 
from another sect: 

“You people always talk of transcending life 
and death, but what does it mean in actuality? 
For example, we are now at the hottest week of 
the year. How could you escape the inconveniences 
caused by the heat?” 

Sozan said: 

“Run to the middle of the waves crashing, to 
the heart of the burning coal.” 

The monk insisted: 

“And how can you escape to this mysterious 
place where the waves crash, the coal crackles?” 

Sozan said: 

“No more torments will be able to reach you.” 
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Sniper 


A monk asked Tenryu: 

“How can we escape the Three Worlds?” 
Tenryu said: 

“Right now, where are you?” 
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The appearance of an idiot 


A monk questioned Joshu: 

“They say people of remarkable skill will have 
the appearance of an idiot. What does it mean?” 

Joshu said: 

“They owe me a person of remarkable skill.” 
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Yangqi 


A monk asked Yangqi: 

“When the Patriarch came from the West, he 
sat in silence, facing a wall for nine years. What 
does it mean?” 

Yangqi said: 

“Being originally from India, he didn’t speak 
Chinese.” 
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Too expensive for free 


Emancipated from 
The mad dash to gold and jewels, 
I have something more precious. 


A luminous pearl, 
Shining brighter 
Than sun and moon; 
Illuminating 

Each and every eye. 


Lose it: 
You will struggle in vain 
In a sea of suffering. 


Find it: 
You can leisurely reach 
The Other Shore. 


I would gladly share 
This treasure 

With anybody, 

But very rarely 
People search for it. 
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Yu Fu: Qu Yuan and the fisherman 


Around 200 BC, an anthology of poems titled 
“Songs of Chu” started circulating in China. The 
work is attributed to Qu Yuan, but scholars seem 
to agree it is highly unlikely Qu Yuan wrote it — he 
was probably an inspiration. 

Whatever the case may be, those Songs of Chu 
made “Qu Yuan” the first famous poet in China — 
so famous, the Middle Kingdom still celebrates a 
national holiday called “Day of the Poet”, or 
“Dragon Boat Festival” to honour his life. 

Also, the poems attributed to him established 
a traditional mood (or genre) in the Eastern arts. 


The book portrays a (pseudo-)biographical ac- 
count of Qu Yuan’s tragic life as a poet politician. 

Did you know that in Ancient China, artistic 
genius and politic power were supposedly related? 

Here is a particularly clarifying excerpt from 
an ancient Chinese History book: 


“If people can attain prominence composing 
poems, they are considered qualified to hold office, 
because they can learn from their experiences and 
craft thoughts from them. If their talents and their 
knowledge are profound and sophisticated, you can 
consult with them on important affairs. This is the 
reason they are fit for high positions.” 


Qu Yuan is romanticized in the poems as an 
incorruptible minister and great scholar, whose 
talents were ignored by the court. 

When he finally gets an opportunity to shine, 
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the poet is cowardly slandered by conspirators 
and rivals. The emperor, deceived by the malice of 
envious ministers, banishes the poet to the south 
of the Yangtze River. 


Embittered by the sight of the State’s collapse 
and spiteful of the world, the poet wandered along 
the rivers and mountains, repeating to himself 
that the world was covered in mud and he alone 
was pure. Everybody was drunk, and he alone was 
sober. 

In the end, refusing to “submit his immacu- 
late purity to the filth of others,” the poet throws 
himself into the Miluo River. This kind of suicidal 
climax would become one of the main clichés in 
Chinese art, for many centuries to come. 


Now that you are already familiar with an 
outline of the Songs of Chu, we should focus on 
another Chinese cliché, also relevant in the book: 
characters who seem to hold very humble status 
— often introduced as fishermen, farmers and 
woodcutters — who in actuality represent great 
sages, living in seclusion and embracing poverty 
as a consummation of their transcendental wis- 
dom. 


But before that, it seems proper to notice how 
the Songs of Chu precede even the arrival of 
Indian Buddhism in China by some 300 years, so 
how is it related to Zen? 

The relation is Daoism, as the fisherman from 
that poem portrays a Daoist sage. 
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Originally, this word “Dao” meant “road” or 
“way”, and it was used metaphorically as a par- 
ticular “method” or “procedure”, just like English 
speakers will also use it in “the way they work”, or 
“the way she walks”. 

With time, the word also came to represent 
“the proper conduct”; the moral compass, or the 
implicit principles upon which moral behavior 
should grow. 


Furthermore, a famous divination book from 
the 9th century BC proposed a division between 
the Way of Heaven and the Way of Humans. 

Confucians, Mohists and representatives from 
several schools of thought in Ancient China also 
spoke of a “Way”, with different interpretations. 

However, the Dao De Jing (we will come back 
to the Dao De Jing later) is said to be the first text 
using “Dao” within a transcendental context, and 
analogous to some Buddhist terms. Therefore, the 
Dao De Jing is considered the first Daoist book. 

Later, Buddhists themselves would freely 
adopt the word “Way” into their culture, as you 
might have already noticed. 


Some argue that Early Daoism (particularly 
the works of Laozi and Zhuangzi) is identical to 
Buddhism, while others reject that idea. 

In my own opinion, both philosophies arise 
from the same experience and develop different 
reactions to it, like different people reacting to the 
fire. 

Regardless, the influence exerted by Daoism 
in adapting Indian Buddhism into Zen Buddhism 
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is well documented and discussions about it can 
be found easily by those who are interested. 

In fact, during the initial stages of the Chan 
school, lay people would often call it “New Daoism”. 


Consider it for yourself if this fisherman has 
any relation to Zen. 


After hearing Qu Yuan’s grievances about his 
fate; about everybody being drunk while he alone 
was sober, and everybody being covered in mud 
while he alone was pure, the fisherman says: 


“Sages do not chain themselves to material 
circumstances, for they adapt to transformations 
in their environment. If the world is covered in 
mud, why don’t you help the others in stirring it 
up and creating waves with it? If everybody is 
drunk, why don’t you feed from their leftovers and 
help them cleaning their mugs? If you have these 
refined feelings and high aspirations of helping 
others, why would you turn them into a source of 
suffering for yourself?” 


As we already know, the poet would rather die 
than have his “purity sullied by contact with a 
filthy world”, and this is what he tells the Daoist 
sage, who replies: 


“When the water is running clear, I wash my 


ceremonial hat. When the water is dirty, I wash 
my feet.” 
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Lucid dreams, or virtual reality? 


A monk asked the master: 

“What is the Way?” 

The master said: 

“Right now, where are you?” 

This monk was not ready: 

“I am right here, master, asking you about the 
Way!” 

The master laughed and said: 

“We engage in memories of the past and also 
in expectations about the future. We can even 
have fantasies about that which is not, never was, 
and never will be! The mind has its workings... So 
if you could project images from the bottom of a 
river in front of your eyes, you would feel like a 
fish. If images from the treetops were projected on 
your mind, you would feel like a monkey. But it 
does not really matter if you are feeling like a fish, 
a monkey, or a human being ruminating on the 
past or delving into imaginary futures; for all of 
those things, in reality, can only happen right 
now.” 

The master unhurriedly puffed from his pipe 
and continued: 

“Time is always passing, but now remains a 
constant. This is called a paradox. It is impossible 
for things to exist or for beings to act except for 
now. When the mind is entangled to the objects 
and feelings it projects, this will obscure the fun- 
damental reality of now. When this fundamental 
reality is obscured, we forget we were dreaming. 
Those who know that they are dreaming and those 
who don’t know are having different kinds of 
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dreams. Even if the projected images on the mind 
are always different, now remains the same. The 
Way is like a lucid dream. That’s all.” 

The monk said: 

“I get it! It seems that this matter needs to be 
investigated thoroughly and I lack the required 
spirituality... However, if I put enough effort into 
it, dedicating the correspondent amount of time to 
attain such a grandiose achievement, I will be 
able to awaken from this dream and to live in the 
now!” 

The master dismissed him: 

“He gets it! But what he said has no relation 
to what I’ve said! You are simply making excuses 
to avoid what is simple and could be done at any 
time. Stop conceptualizing and intellectualizing 
everything! Just focus all of your attention in your 
immediate experience, without mediating now 
through thoughts and ideas. There is nothing you 
lack, nothing external to seek for. The opposite is 
true: that which you need to realize and to follow 
could never be separated from you. Attachment to 
the transitory fantasies of the mind — like being a 
fish or a monkey, in the past or in the future, 
cheerful or depressed, right or wrong... All of these 
are artificial, like a second house which overlaps 
the original home you have always had.” 
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Second-hand embarrassment 


Sometimes, monks will make a statement and 
follow it with “How is it?”. 

Here is a good example: 

“Arising and fading continuously, without 
end. How is it?” 


The sentence “arising and fading continuous- 
ly, without end” was probably taken from a sutra, 
heard from a master, or an original creation of the 
monk presenting it. 

So we are able to deduce this monk was either 
particularly puzzled by those words, or looking for 
a reaction to them. 


If he was particularly puzzled — let us assume 
he had an intuitive connection to them and sensed 
that grasping their meaning could open a gate to 
his realization — then the question “How is it?” 
should be interpreted as an actual request for 
clarification. 

But because words in Zen are usually tricky, 
the same question could also mean a challenge: 


“This is how I see it! Can you see it? What do 
you have to say about it?” 


Furthermore, these challenges might lead to 
different results. Namely, a master can recognize 
another, but sometimes a master will recognize an 
idiot. Occasionally an idiot takes a master for an 
idiot and, finally, two idiots could reinforce their 
views of themselves as masters. 
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To discover what is happening in each case is 
a characteristic delight from these subtle stories, 
but we usually have to read a lot of them before 
we find the clues that will help us deciphering 
their mysteries. 

The following koan has a commentary by 
Master Bansho that is particularly educational: 


A monk questioned Master Joka: 

“When a bird is alone on a dry branch, how is 
it?” 

Joka said: 

“Second-hand embarrassment on the ground 
beneath it.” 

The monk insisted: 

“And a drop of water when it turns to ice, how 
is it?” 

Joka said: 

“Second-hand embarrassment when the sun 
rises.” 

The monk went over the top: 

“When Buddhists were being persecuted, 
where were the saints who preserved the Dharma 
during its rises and falls?” 

The master said: 

“Second-hand embarrassment for everybody 
by the temple’s gate.” 


Bansho’s commentary: 


Joka was a disciple of Sozan. Once, when the 
master was about to address the assembly, Saiin 
Shimyo asked him this: 

“What is the true nature of reality?” 
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Sozan said: 

“Where could you point to, that is not it?” 

The master proceeded with his lecture. When 
the master’s talk was over, a monk asked Salin: 

“Earlier, about the true nature of reality, did 
you understand the master’s answer?” 

Saiin admitted: 

“No.” 

The monk was overblown: 

“The master gave you such a great answer, 
but you cannot grasp it? His words mean anything 
and everything can represent the true nature of 
reality! Everything is imbued with reality, my 
friend, including you!” 

Saiin bowed in gratitude and said: 

“Thank you for explaining it to me.” 

Joka was nearby and overheard it, clenching 
his teeth and thinking: 

“Aside from being blind, this old man has to go 
around blocking the eyes of others!” 

He approached Saiin and asked him: 

“What was that monk saying?” 

Saiin said: 

“Earlier, I couldn’t understand the master’s 
answer about the true nature of reality, and that 
kind brother explained to me how everything is 
imbued with reality, myself included.” 

Joka said: 

“My dear friend, this is not genuine Buddhism. 
[Also linguistic human analyses and explanations 
about external things called “horses” are not a 
genuine horse. In genuine Buddhism, there are no 
external things liable to be imbued with another 
thing called reality.] If you do not believe me, ask 


67 


the master.” 

Saiin repeated the story to Sozan and the 
master said: 

“This is not genuine Buddhism.” 

Saiin said: 

“This is exactly what brother Joka said... 1 am 
hoping you can clarify this matter, master, in a 
way that I can understand.” 

Sozan said: 

“Joka will be able to do it.” 

So Saiin called on Joka and asked him: 

“What is the true nature of reality?” 

Joka said: 

“Where could you point to, that is not it?” 

Hearing these words, Saiin was enlightened. 


Going back to the case, before understanding 
Second-hand embarrassment, you should listen to 
another story: 


A visiting monk thus challenged a master: 

“When you are wandering on a solitary peak, 
how is it?” 

The master said: 

“In this great hall, surrounded by fellow 
monks, you still have to go looking for a solitary 
peak?” 


This story has no marvellous mystery to it, 
but lifting this corner, you can see the other three. 


The peak of Mount Sumeru is supposed to rise 
majestically above the clouds, but the vultures 
only stay there temporarily. The Tree of Spirit is 
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sublime, but the sparrows inevitably must come 
down from it and scratch on the ground. 


Even if it is so, an immature monk still asks: 

“When a bird is alone on a dry branch, how is 
ie” 

The great effort of that ignorant monk, in his 
clumsy meditation, was now completed. He took 
this little piece from the ground in Fundamental 
Fields and nailed it to his forehead, parading it to 
everybody he meets! 

He couldn’t see that only when solitariness 
doesn’t even exist have we entered the Way. In the 
teachings of Tiantai, this is called: “Coming Down 
From The Top”. 

This is the reason for Joka’s answer: 

“Second-hand embarrassment on the ground 
beneath it.” 


Twice the monk attacked with his spear. Twice 
he was knocked down by Joka. 

Unable to get through, he went hiding in the 
history of Buddhists being oppressed. Using his 
own doubts as a weapon he says: 

“When Buddhists were being persecuted, 
where were the saints who preserved the Dharma 
during its rises and falls?” 


So, this is how it goes: emperor Wuzong, in the 
Tang Dynasty, became obsessed with a trendy 
Daoist sect and its claims of immortality. 

During his reign, he expelled 260,500 Buddhist 
monks and nuns from their monasteries, issuing a 
decree demanding their return to lay life, in the 
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8th month of the 5th year of Huishang [845]. 

The emperor drank elixirs which deteriorated 
his temper and turned him increasingly unstable 
betwixt euphoric rage and depressed bitterness. 
In the 5th month of the following year (barely six 
months had passed), irreversibly poisoned by his 
elixirs, Wuzong died and Xuanzong ascended the 
throne. 


Xuanzong was eager to right the wrongs of his 
predecessor and the Buddhist temples were soon 
restored and multiplied, until there were three 
times as many as before! 

Consequently, as far as the spiritual teaching 
is concerned, how could we have access to it now, 
if not for the skilful intervention of Wuzong and 
his persecution? 

If the saints who preserved the Dharma did 
have to move into solitary peaks to avoid death 
during that period, from their own perspective 
there is no “rise and fall” of the Dharma. 


How could Supreme Reality “go to” or “come 
from” anywhere? 

This is the reason for Joka’s answer: 

“Second-hand embarrassment to everybody 
by the temple’s gate.” 


But by approaching it like this, I am covering 
myself in mud as I place footnotes for others. Have 
you also heard of this other monk who challenged 
Joka? 

He said: 

“When both mind and things vanish, how is 
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1?” 

Joka said: 

“You need to wash your face.” 

The monk said: 

“And what about the moonlight reflected on a 
lake?” 

Joka said: 

“You need to wash your face.” 

The monk continued: 

“When even enlightenment has vanished with 
things, how is it?” 

Joka said: 

“You need to wash your face.” 


Some people are just too thick. 

You can always keep on stacking explanation 
over explanation, after the results are out... 

But what if there’s no explanation — how is it? 


Poem: 


Obtuse perspectives 

And cunning insecurities: 
The more they hurry, 
The later they arrive. 


Enlightenment 
And suffering 

Are equally empty 
And inseparable. 


fal 


Right here! 


Awakened 
By valuable junk 
From the past. 


Disdainful 
Of those seeking truth 
Outside themselves. 


Right here! 
At the tip of your nose! 
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Hidden capacity 


A young monk asked a Zen master: 

“How should beginners practice Buddhism?” 

The master said: 

“From the start, beginners should focus on a 
Great Doubt. A question to which one can dedicate 
all their spiritual energy. However, solving this 
doubt is not related to a rational undertaking. The 
Great Doubt must be solved from the awakening 
of a hidden capacity, which must be revealed.” 


Here is a poem about revealing it: 
From a clear blue sky, 

Under the sun, 

Thunder explodes. 

Ten Thousand Beings 

In the universe 


Widen their eyes at me. 


The multiplicity of nature 
Submissively follows me. 


Mount Sumeru has risen 
And started to dance. 
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When you least expect it 


A Chinese master called Chaling You was 
crossing a bridge, when he suddenly tripped and 
experienced his awakening. 


He wrote a famous poem about it: 


I have a luminous pearl, 
Long buried under the layers 
Of worldly dust and busy work. 


The dust has fallen, 

The light bursts through — 
Illuminating countless miracles 
Along mountains and streams. 
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Translucent is the mind 


Translucent is the mind, 
Majestically shining! 

But it is coloured by 

The attachments passing through it. 


Deluded people 

Cannot understand this. 
Therefore, they cannot 
Cultivate the mind. 


Translucent is the mind, 
Majestically shining! 

It is independent from 

The attachments passing through it. 


Followers of the Way 
Can understand this. 
Therefore, they can practice 
The cultivation of the mind. 
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Does this box belong to you? 


Searching for the spark that could lead him to 
enlightenment, Rasan was on a journey to meet 
and interview several masters, hoping one of them 
would clarify a passage from a sutra that embod- 
ied his Great Doubt. 

Visiting Jimyo, he asked: 

“Arising and fading continuously, without 
end. How is it?” 

Jimyo said: 

“You must become like cold ashes, like a dead 
tree. It is exactly the same for thousands of years. 
It is like the box being covered by the lid, perfectly 
and completely.” 

Rasan couldn’t understand it. 


Later, he asked Ganto: 

“Arising and fading continuously, without 
end. How is it?” 

Ganto said: 

“Whose arising and fading?” 

Rasan was awakened. 
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A weird prince 


Buddhism is said to have started spreading in 
China during the reign of Han Mingdi (latter half 
of the 1st century CE). 

Legend has it that Han Mingdi was still young, 
when a certain event convinced his family that he 
was fit for spiritual studies (probably Daoism): 


The young prince was carrying a jar, but it 
slipped from his hands and fell to the floor. Mingdi 
kept walking and didn’t even turn back. 

A minister was watching it and asked: 

“You let go of the jar and didn’t even look at it. 
What is the meaning of this?” 

The prince said: 

“It was already broken, so why bother?” 
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Impalpable essence 


A long time ago in India, a child said: 

“My dear father, is it true that a person with 
deep knowledge about themselves can reach the 
Other Shore, away from suffering?” 

“Yes my child, it is true.” 

“Tf this is true, could you teach me how to cross 
it?” 

The father said: 

“My dear son, could you fetch me a fig from 
that tree?” 

The child took a fruit from the lower branches 
in the huge tree and took it to his father, who said: 

“Now open this fig and tell me what you see.” 

The child reported: 

“There is a reddish pulp inside it, guarding a 
great number of tiny seeds.” 

The father continued: 

“Now smash one of this seeds and tell me what 
you see.” 

The child smashed a couple of seeds and said: 

“There is nothing visible inside it.” 

The father explained: 

“Even if you cannot see it, there is certainly 
some impalpable essence inside those seeds, from 
which this enormous tree has developed. Similarly, 
everything develops from an impalpable essence. 
This essence is the true identity of all things, you 
included. Attaining a direct and intuitive grasp of 
this is the meaning of words like ‘having a deep 
knowledge about oneself.’ This is how you can 
cross to the Other Shore, beyond suffering.” 
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Arrows against the sky 


Charity based on appearances 
Might even lead to a divine karma. 


Like shooting arrows against the sky, 
Fatedly, their power will dissipate 
And the arrows fall back to the ground. 


Realizing effortless reality of non-doing 
Is far superior. 

Here, instantly we cross 

To the stage of a buddha. 


Awakened to the Way, 

No more reasons for making efforts. 
Selfish desires and petty preferences 
Sound insane. 


The Five Aggregates are floating clouds 
Drifting aimless in the sky. 


The Five Obstacles are like the foam 
Rising and soon disappearing on the river. 


When truth is realized, 
There is only Buddha, the original source. 


Your own nature 
Is the Pure Immaculate Buddha. 
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Ting-ting... 


The whole body 
Is like a wind chime 
Hanging in the void. 


The wind 

Each moment 
Comes from the 
East, 

West, 

North, 

South... 

Who cares? 


I merge with the universe, 
Ting-tingling the Way. 
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Treasure room 


Traveling and interviewing masters in search 
of wisdom, Daiju called on Baso, who asked him: 

“You came here looking for what?” 

Daiju said: 

“Enlightenment.” 

Baso got impatient: 

“You have your own treasure room. Why did 
you go looking for treasure somewhere else?” 

The monk was intrigued: 

“But where is my treasure room?” 

Baso said: 

“You in here, questioning me, is your treasure 
room.” 
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An honest hustler 
A master told the assembly: 


People asked me to come here and expound 
the true essence of Zen. 

But the true essence of Zen is a boring talk. 
Even masters avoid the subject. All teachers and 
buddhas run away. Why? 

Because the true essence of Zen is nothing but 
this: everyone of you is already identical to the 
buddhas of ancient times. 

Here is the only obstacle: 

Can you really trust it? 

If you can really trust it, this lecture is over 
and you can all go home... 

If you cannot trust it, on the other hand, I 
guess Ill stay here and keep on tricking you into 
it. 
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Hey waiter, there’s a master in my soup 


A monk asked Baiyun: 

“What is a buddha?” 

The master said: 

“In a hot pot of soup, no ingredient is cold.” 
The monk insisted: 

“But what is the true essence of Zen?” 

The master detailed it: 

“Push the ladle into the soup.” 
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Enjoy your meal! 


So very close, 
It is difficult to see. 


Like a starving idiot 
Carrying rice; 
Searching for the fire 
With a lighted lantern. 


If you are able 

To recognize the flames, 
You can cook that rice 
Now. 
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The enlightenment you seek and how 
different it is from you 


Seppo told the assembly: 

“At South Mountain, there is a certain snake 
with a turtle nose. It is said to be very special. 
One should be watchful of it.” 

Chokei said: 

“A lot of people here lost their bodies and their 
lives tonight.” 


A monk reported the case to Gensha, who said: 

“Brother Seppo is the only one who could ever 
say something like that... However, even if it is 
correct, I disagree.” 

The monk asked: 

“And why do you disagree with it, my dear 
master?” 

Gensha said: 

“Why talk of a South Mountain?” 


When a monk told this case to Unmon, he 
threw his staff on the ground and pretended to be 
scared of it. 


Commentary: 


It might sometimes look like it is dead but, if 
you poke at that snake, it is alive. 

Seppo presented the beast to the assembly, 
trying to disperse poison with poison. 

Chokei was only rowing a boat with the flow, 
he cannot sail against the wind. 
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When Gensha hears about it, he says: 

“Brother Seppo is the only one who could ever 
say something like that...” 

This is a complicated point! If you think this is 
nothing but a compliment, then why disagree? 

He could flow with the current and sale 
against it at the same time. 


That monk was clearly dauntless in the face of 
danger, for he asks Gensha to explain himself. 

The master says: 

“Why talk of a South Mountain?” 

Here is the hand that pokes the snake and 
gives it life! 


Master Unmon threw his staff to the ground 
and pretended to be afraid, showing familiarity. 

After being chopped by the great axe, the 
hands are rubbing. 


Poem: 


Wind and clouds meet: 
Even earthworms 
Turn into dragons. 


In a flash, see the difference. 
In the blink of an eye, 
You have lost your body and your life. 


It is ultimately impossible 
To grab or to dismiss. 
Look, a cold mouth bites! 
Yet some feel no pain. 
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As much as air 


A hermit was meditating by the riverside 
when a young man approached him: 

“Can I become your disciple?” 

“Why?” 

“Because I want to be enlightened.” 

The hermit grabbed the other and dragged 
him to the river, where he held the young man’s 
head under the water. 

After a while, the hermit let him go and the 
man jumped out of the river, gasping heavily. 

The hermit asked him: 

“When your head was under the water, what 
did you want the most?” 

The man said: 

“Air!” 

The hermit said: 

“Go home. When you want to be enlightened 
just as much as you wanted air, come back.” 
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Well! 


It was a very peculiar community: if people 
did something foolish, this is all the elders would 
say: 

“Well!” 
And the young ones would ruminate on it for 
hours... 
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Ikkyu’s nose was a bit sensitive 


Who could ever put to words 
The “methods” of a master? 


Babbling about the Way, 
Chattering about Zen, 
Your tongues grow long! 


This old man despises 
All your petty fake piety, 
Turning up his nose 

At the foul incense 

That you throw against 
The Buddha. 
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Little monkeys 


Linji told the assembly: 

If you have constant thoughts and your mind 
is never at rest, this is like climbing the tree of 
non-enlightenment. You will be reborn in one of 
the Six Realms, with fur over your body and horns 
on your head. 

When no thoughts arise, this is like climbing 
the three of enlightenment. The Way becomes 
pleasure and Zen pure delight. 
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Actual luxury 


A heart in peace 
Feels better 
Than wearing silk. 
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Perfect Buddhahood 


When “this” and “that” can form no pairs, 
We call it The Axis of the Way. 

When the axis finally aligns with the centre, 
It responds unhindered. 


Its rights are a single infinite. 
Its wrongs are a single infinite. 


The mind shines on its own. 

Its complete manifestation 

Is true and unchanging: 

It cannot be captured by words or symbols. 
This is perfect Buddhahood. 
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Talking too much (probably drunk) 


Reaching high in the sky 
I touch the Milky Way. 

I look down, the sun sets. 
I raise my arm to catch 
A shooting star. 


This is my home: 

From the large windows 

I can see the whole universe. 

The pillars are joining the clouds! 


At the garden, you'll meet sacred temples 
With precious gates 

And intricate jewellery 

Ornamenting fabulous castles. 


At the leaving room, 
All creatures 
Are preaching the Way. 


Sutras are sang and whispered — 
Chanted and affirmed 
Without end. 


The flowers thrive 
Around the footsteps 
Of spring. 


Under the heavy showers, 


The pine trees 
So green! 
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All the world sings, 
And all the world responds. 


What seemed “real” 
Is burnt to dust or 
Turned to ghosts. 


When appearances become one, 
The body is reborn. 

The nature of the Five Elements 
Is Emptiness. 


Forget all you know 

About the fleeting fame 

Of demons. 

The only power of sacred knowledge 
Is pointing at the Great Awakening. 


When demons are vanquished, 
Your true self and paradise 
Are uncovered. 


At this point, 
You can see the Original Face. 


When the work is complete, 
You move beyond suffering. 


So pick up your bowl! 

Let your staff lead the way, 
And understand 

The unthinkable. 


95 


The good mother 


When Jiun was a young man, somebody told 
his mother that her boy was already considered a 
brilliant student at the monastery, and that he 
was even giving lectures to the other kids! 

Worried stiff, the mother wrote him a letter: 

“My dear and kind son, in your old ignorant 
mother’s opinion, nobody becomes a follower of 
the Buddha by turning themselves into walking 
encyclopedias of other people’s sayings. 

“The scriptures and commentaries have no 
end. Hunger for glory and fame have no end. For 
this reason, I advise you to quickly let go of this 
lecturing business! 

“Isolate yourself in a small temple. Build a 
hut at a remote place on the mountains and dedi- 
cate your time to meditation. This is how you will 
find your true self and enduring realization.” 
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It comes and goes in waves... 


The clouds in the sky: 
Now they gather, 
Now they scatter... 


The breeze over the courtyard: 
Now it comes, 


And now it goes... 


That’s life! 
Why not relax? 


Who can stop us 
From celebrating? 
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Disappointments of age... 


A long time ago, 

I befriended a brilliant scholar 
Of unparalleled learning 

And deep erudition. 


Chosen by examination, 
His achievements were illustrious. 


The structure of his poems 
Far surpassed his rivals’... 


His irrefutable judgments 
Even eclipsed the ancients sages... 


He refused to follow 
Someone else’s dust. 


Now, 

Rich and respected, 
He lusts for money 
And pleasure. 


Alas! 

A shattered tile. 
The melted ice. 
What is there left 
To say? 
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“Ruan” is a stringed instrument 


A monk came down the road 
From a mountain temple, 
Carrying a ruan wrapped in silk. 


As soon as he starts to play, 
I can hear the trees 
From a thousand valleys. 


Countless vibrating streams 
Wash over my traveller’s heart. 


When he stops, 
The echoes remain — 


Murmuring over snow-flecked bells. 


Inside the emerald mountains, 
The night approaches discretely. 


Autumn clouds are gathering, 
Dense and dark. 
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Upholding a coerced promise 


Previous volumes have already mentioned 
Ryonen — the Zen nun who deformed her own face 
with a red-hot iron. 

But even with the scars, Ryonen remained a 
beautiful and elegant woman; still very liable to 
provoke the lustful greed of lecherous monks. 


On the eve of a great Buddhist celebration, 
when monks from all over the land were gathered 
in a famous temple for the relevant activities, one 
of these monks forced himself into Ryonen’s room, 
demanding sexual intercourse... 

She managed to repel the monk and finally 
appeased him by promising to give herself over 
the following day. 

The next morning, the celebration started and 
eventually an extraordinary number of monks 
were sitting together in the meditation hall. 

At this moment, a buck-naked Ryonen waltzed 
slowly across the hall, under the bewildered eyes 
of the entire congregation. 


As the silence in the room became suitable for 
meditation, and then a little bit more silent, 
Ryonen sat right next to a particularly uneasy 
monk. 

She told him very loudly: 

“As promised last night, when you broke into 
my room, today you can have my body.” 

The monk ran away from the temple and was 
never again ‘seen by other monks. 
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In the trend of autumnal poems 


A great fire in 1811 unfortunately destroyed a 
collection with most of Ryonen’s work — including 
celebrated poems, paintings and sculptures from 
the master. 

The remaining fragments include a poem she 
wrote to a friend, when they were parting ways: 


An old woman, 
I stand. 


Given to melancholy 
As the seasons change, 
Patiently I watch 

The petals fall. 


Goodbye hangs heavy, 
Acknowledging the doubtfulness 
Of reunion. 


I must surrender 

To the unfolding journey, 
Seizing something beautiful 
Beneath this late spring moon. 
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RECTANGULAR WINE CONTAINER (FANGYI) 
UNKNOWN AUTHOR - CHINA (10TH CENTURY B.C.) 
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Dao De Jing 


If Shakyamuni Buddha is most certainly the 
father of Buddhism, the mother of Zen is Laozi. 


(Zhuangzi is the crazy aunt, who sometimes 
can teach you more than your parents about the 
practicalities of life...) 


So who was Laozi? 
Probably a myth. 


The very idea of a single author to these texts 
is alien, as our current notion of authorship would 
be rejected as a sin of pride by ages past, who took 
to artistic work with a collaborative mindset. 


The oldest copy of the Dao De Jing found so 
far, dates from around 300 BC. 

However, mentions to the work in other books 
suggest the Dao De Jing started circulating in 
Chine around the 5th century BC, being generally 
seen as a reaction against the growing waves of 
regularization and artificiality washing over 
China back then. 


The supposed author, however, is not a known 
historical figure. Some even argue the name Laozi 
[it means “Old Master” or “Old Masters)] was orig- 
inally referring to a school of thought and not to 
an individual. 

All we have are the manuscripts, mentions, 
legends and speculation. 
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An older legend, maybe to be ranked among 
the reasonable ones, has it that Laozi worked as 
the archivist (or librarian) at the grand library of 
Zhou. 

Feeling repelled by luxury and extravagance, 
by social segregation and other problems attached 
to the rapid material progress of a society, Laozi 
abandoned his prestigious position and isolated 
himself in the wilderness. 

On the way out to this voluntary exile, going 
through the capital gates, Laozi was recognized 
by a border guard. 

Now, this soldier was something of a scholar 
and held a great respect for the philosopher. He 
begged the master to spend the night as a guest, 
reconsidering his decision to leave. 

This legend also has it that Laozi wrote the 
Dao De Jing during that single night, before dis- 
appearing from human sight, leaving the book as 
a keepsake for the border guard. 


There are other legends, of course. One of 
them claims Laozi’s mother was a supernatural 
entity, who became pregnant by swallowing a 
pearl of light. Her pregnancy lasted for 81 years... 
So it is easy to see how it can get pretty wild. 


Sticking to the facts, right around the same 
era these texts were circulating in China, 
Confucius and other philosophers were also be- 
coming popular and influential. 

In Greece, Socrates condemned the sophists. 

In India, Siddhartha Gautama, the “historical 
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Buddha”, sat in meditation. 
This all happened, almost independently, 
around 500 BC in our current calendar. 


Even if works like The Structure of Scientific 
Revolutions by Thomas S. Kuhn, Metahistory by 
Hayden White, and Orientalism by Edward Said 
were supposed to be familiar and influential by 
now, old presumptions of “neutral objectivity” and 
“unshakable scientific truths” remain the norm, 
both among scholars and the general public. 

A recent author suggests that rules of the 
market (not really scientific) are the real basis for 
designating techno-scientific rationality as the 
sole genuine approach to progress and reality. 

In other words, it is because techno-scientific 
reason leads to manufacturing new goods, which 
make a lot of money to a few, that also the illusion 
of science as a wish-granting jewel above criticism 
is being sold. Ironically, this happens precisely 
when science is broken, scientifically, and going 
through its largest self-doubting crisis. 


Notice how the Ancient Greeks were lauded 
“fathers of philosophy” and “champions of reason,” 
but people like to forget they made sacrifices to 
the gods, seeking gain, and would also consult 
“Oracles” pretty often. 

Besides, there is no historical continuity be- 
tween the Ancient Greeks and modern philosophy. 
They were forgotten and later adopted by Catholic 
monks as significant. So the actual fathers of 
Western philosophy are to be found in a church, 
pointing at old documents which reinforced their 


105 


prejudices. 

Instead of an invisible super-human in the 
sky, nature could be subjected to “laws” made of a 
somewhat more palpable human language, so 
their anthropocentrism appeared more real. 


In India, around that golden philosophical 
time, both self-deprivation and flagellation were 
common. Although these practices were not 
strangers to Europe, their goals were quite differ- 
ent. 

Christians were punishing themselves for an 
Original Sin, trying to use “reason” to overcome 
“nature”. The Indian ascetics were investigating, 
challenging and daring to overcome suffering. 

In this context, after abandoning his life as a 
prince — dissatisfied with the scope of wealth and 
distressed by the reaches of human suffering — 
Siddhartha Gautama experimented with several 
kinds of mortification. 

After fasting until “his ribs looked like a row 
of twigs and he could almost touch his spine 
through his stomach,” finally convinced that 
method could never lead to the emancipation he 
sought, the Buddha devised the “Middle Way’; 
avoiding the extremes of self-denial and self-in- 
dulgence. This is roughly how the Historical 
Buddha attained his enlightenment. 


Also putting it roughly, for effect, we can say 
that, in China, the Middle Way was linguistically 
closed in on, by avoiding the extremes of good and 
evil, affirmation and negation... In a word, by 
transcending the dualism of human language. 
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Our language works through oppositions: big 
and small explain each other. One could not exist 
without the other. This works all the way down 
and traverses all the levels of human language, 
linguistic understanding, or Reason. 

Consequently, any rationalist approach to life 
and things gets subdivided into conflicting oppo- 
site sides, like right wing and left wing, hedonists 
and stoics, Confucians and Mohists, hippies and 
squares, reactionaries and revolutionaries, messy 
and methodical... 


In China, as in India, a third way appeared: a 
Middle Way, beyond dualities. A philosophical 
trend born from the experience of transcending 
language, or human thoughts. 

I do suspect other manifestations of similar 
Middle Ways appeared all throughout the world. 

For example in America: when I was listening 
to old stories from the Krenak tribe here in Brazil, 
they illustrate that which Zen masters call “the 
heart.” I have watched people from North 
American tribes talking about freedom and giving 
pointers about “the Way”. 

So if Middle Ways from India and China were 
the only ones allowed to develop and endure, this 
probably means that other similar manifestations 
belonged to those cultures kindly exterminated or 
completely ignored by ours. 

In the end, it might be due to a few accidental 
details that nowadays we must turn to Easterners 
to study this Middle Way transcending the dual- 
ism of our human intellect. 
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I am sure a lot of people tried to exterminate 
the Dao De Jing too, as they have tried to tamper 
with it and so on... 


Now it is my turn to tamper with it! 


There are many English translations of the 
Dao De Jing, and reading at least several versions 
is generally advised. They can differ a lot. 


A hilarious curiosity most people don’t seem to 
know: 

Chinese readers do not really understand the 
Dao De Jing any better than English readers do. 

Bradford Hatcher, author of a word by word 
translation of the Dao De Jing, explains it: 


“Thousands of volumes of interpretation exist in 
the Chinese language, dating as far back as Wang Bi 
and Heshang Gong in the third century CE. 
Interpretations tend to follow schools of thought and 
the cumulative error that this often entails.” 


He also says: 


“The Old Chinese language itself has no set 
parts of speech, no tense, gender, voice, mood, 
plurals, etc. In many ways it resembles Tarot cards 
more than it does conventional language: most words 
carry a large number of possible translations, in many 
parts of speech, and intended meanings do not 
become clearer until studied in their more limiting 
contexts. The fact that the original is rhymed is not as 
important as some scholars seem to think: with only 
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411 syllables, rhyming in the Chinese language is 
easy. But where the book makes effort to rhyme it 
often makes the grammar less familiar. Finally, 
hundreds of older editions exist, and rarely will two 
be found which agree word for word throughout. 
Choices must often be made between these.” 


With all the yapping, I hope you will feel free 
to make your own precious interpretation, using 
mine, because everybody else has already found 
reasons for loving this book. 


A brief note to scholars 
I see the Dao De Jing as a legendary wine. 


Some of the original ingredients are either de- 
batable, or no longer available, and people all over 
the world have tried to recreate this wine by re- 
placing some of the lost original ingredients with 
their own local spices and home-grown flavours. 

This is my own version of the book. Mine! 
[Insert Gollum vibes here.] 

It does not presume to teach people “what is 
wine”, but simply “how is the wine being served 
here, in this dump.” 


I myself like getting drunk. 
You too? Come along! 


But don’t you bother the people in here, mak- 
ing silly questions on how did I grow each individ- 
ual grape... Taking notes and making people feel 
weird about their drinks... 
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Achemistry degree doesn’t necessarily resolve 
into the best winemaker. 

Wine should at least taste like wine, and not 
like laboratory — just a concoction made from in- 
gredients in a list. 


In my humble opinion, it shouldn’t taste like a 
child’s magic potion either, so compared to other 
versions, mine is probably just as faithful to the 
original as any; maybe a little bit more than most. 

But even the most faithful versions have some 
strong deviations, necessary selective choices and 
unavoidable interpretative interventions. 


It is probably safe to say I am a lunatic and, 
contrary to scholars, my prejudices and biases are 
acknowledged by myself and should be obvious 
from the start. 

I am very aware, very unashamed of them. 


Now let’s get drunk. 
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1 


The Way one can explain 
Is not the Eternal Way. 
Names and ideas 

Cannot replace the eternal. 


No thought: 

The origin of the world. 

With thought: 

Ten Thousand Things are born. 


Intention free, 

We live in the Source. 
Sheltering plans, 

We live in projections. 


These two experiences 
Have the same source, 
But different names. 


Their source is a mystery that, 
When investigated, 

Becomes more mysterious — 
Opening and passing through 
The Gateway to Every Mystery. 
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In this world, 

When the beautiful is defined, 
The ugly immediately arises 
To complete it. 


When good is defined, 
Evil immediately arises 
To complete it. 


In the same way, 

Truths and lies create each other. 
The difficult and the easy 
Depend on each other 

To outline themselves. 


The long is recognized 

By its contrast with the short 
And vice versa. 

High and low explain each other. 


By establishing a certain tuning, 
The out of tune is suddenly born. 
Before can only have its meaning 
When there is something after. 


Therefore, the sages 
Dedicate themselves to inaction, 


Practicing unspeakable wisdom. 


They give no instructions, 
Yet Ten Thousand Things develop. 
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They produce, 
Yet do not claim. 


They act, 
Yet do not premeditate. 


They achieve, 
Yet their achievements 


Bring them no recognition. 


Achievements that bring no recognition 
Are long lasting. 
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3 


Stop praising the brave, 
And people will stop disputing. 


Stop valuing exclusivity, 
And nobody resorts to theft. 


Stop flaunting sources of greed, 
And the human mind can remain at peace. 


Because of this, 

When the wise person rules 

It is by emptying the minds 

And filling the people’s plates. 

It is by weakening ambitions 

And strengthening the people’s bones. 


The wise ruler protects the people 

From the intelligent and the greedy. 
Preventing those who are too intelligent 
From going too far. 


Practicing inaction, 


The naturalness of the world 
Is not disturbed. 
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The Way is empty, 
Those who follow it 
Are never crammed. 


The Way is deep. 
Ten Thousand Things 
Spring forth from it. 


The Way smoothens our edges, 
Unties our knots, 

Clarifies our vision, 

And harmonizes us 

To this dusty world. 


The Way lies in Deep Mystery. 
Who gives birth to it? 

It is not known, or even knowable. 
It precedes the formation of forms. 
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5 


Heaven and earth are not benevolent. 
To heaven and earth, 

The Ten Thousand Things 

Are like straw dolls. 


Sages are not benevolent. 
To sages, 
People are like straw dolls. 


The space between heaven and earth 
Is like a bellows: 

Always empty, 

Yet always inexhaustible, 

With each movement producing more. 


Long speeches are exhausting. 
Better to keep centered. 


116 


6 


The World’s Fountain never dies. 
It may be called Mysterious Vulva. 


From the Mysterious Vulva’s gateway, 
Sprout the roots of heaven and earth. 


Flowing endlessly, 


At the threshold of existence, 
Following it is effortless. 
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Heaven is enduring 

And the earth is resilient. 
They withstand and endure, 
Because they have no self. 


In this way, sages 

Place themselves last, 

And find themselves first. 
They turn their backs, 

And find themselves included. 


Isn’t it by living without ambitions 
That they find satisfaction? 
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To be sublime 

Is to be like water, 

Benefiting Ten Thousand Beings 
Without preferences. 


Water gathers in places 
Others consider lowly. 
Therefore, 

Water resembles the Way. 


Wherever it goes, 

It produces good ground. 
Whenever it’s deep, 

It resembles the mind. 
If it ever associates, 
There is kindness. 

If it ever speaks, 
There is honesty. 

If it ever governs, 
There is authority. 
Whenever it moves, 

It follows the world. 


Without preferences, 
There is no blame. 
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Better to stop filling, 
Before it overflows. 


Too much sharpening, 
Soon the blade will be lost. 


A room filled with treasure 
Will never be safe. 


Pride in success 
Is the cradle of failure. 


Withdrawing discreetly 


After the work is done: 
This is the Way of Heaven. 
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10 


Can you unify your mind 
Without raising differentiations? 


Can you stay centered, 
Breathing softly, 
Like a baby? 


Can you purify your mind 
And keep it clear? 


Can you serve and care for others, 
Without striving for personal gain? 


In the ebb and flow of the Gates of Heaven, 
Can you remain passive? 


Can you understand the world, 
Without knowing? 


Can you create and nurture, 
Without possessing? 


Can you look after others, 
Without trying to control them? 


This is the Mysterious Virtue. 
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Thirty spokes converge 

Into a single hub. 

The function of the wheel 
Depends on its empty center. 


Moulding clay into a vase, 
The emptiness inside 
Makes it useful. 


Building a room, 

We give it doors and windows. 
The usefulness of a room 

Lies in the empty space within. 


To take advantage of forms, 
We depend on the formless. 
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Five colors blind the eyes. 
Five tones deafen the ear. 
Five flavors dull the taste buds. 


Pursuit and desire 
Disturb the mind. 


Treasures 
Lead to crimes. 


Therefore, the sages 
Attend to their bellies 
And not to their eyes. 


They reject one 
And keep the other. 
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Approval and disapproval 
Are fear. 


Pride and shame 
Are identity. 


Do you understand? 


Approval degrades us. 
Fearful when we get it. 
Fearful when we lose it. 


Identity materializes shame. 
No identity, 
No shame. 


Respect the world 
As your own identity, 
And the world will cover you. 


Love the world 


As your own identity, 
And the world will be entrusted to you. 
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You look, yet cannot see it. 
We call it vague. 


You listen, yet cannot hear it. 
We call it faint. 


You feel, yet cannot touch it. 
We call it subtle. 


It has no shape or definition. 
Its form is all forms. 


Its dawn does not brighten it. 
Its dusk does not darken it. 


Constant without a name. 
Return to the Root. 
Bodiless existence. 

The Image of Nothing. 


An undefined existence: 
We meet it without seeing a face, 
We follow it without seeing its back. 


Resting in ancestral wisdom 

And grasping the immediate experience; 
Seeing through the origin of everything. 
This is the doctrine of the Way. 
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The ancient masters: 
Mysteriously powerful, 
Deeply penetrating, 
Beyond comprehension. 


Words fail 
To capture their essence. 


We can only 
Portray their appearance: 


Cautious, 
Like crossing a stream in winter. 


Hesitant, 
Like border relations. 


Delicate, 
Like a visitor. 


Compliant, 
Like melting ice. 


Rough, 
Like uncarved wood. 


Expansive, 
Like the valley. 


Amalgamated, 
Like mud. 
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Give the mud some time to settle, 

Clear water comes to the surface. 

In the depths of stillness, 

Dynamic energy and everlasting vitality. 


Those who follow the Way 
Are not greedy. 


Freed from greed, 

One can remain at peace; 
Without anxiety 

About fresh triumphs. 
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In complete emptiness, 

Immersed in stillness, 

See how Ten Thousand Things 
Stir up and return to their source. 


Things flourish in forms, 
But all return to the root. 


Stillness 

Equates to returning. 
The root 

Equates to the truth. 
Returning to truth 
Equates to the moment. 


Understanding the moment 

Is wisdom. 

Not understanding it 

Is the illusion that creates evil. 


Understanding the moment 
Leads to acceptance. 


From acceptance, compassion arises. 
From compassion, detachment is born. 


Detachment leads to the divine. 
The divine unveils the Way. 


The Way goes on. 
The body dies. 
It’s all right. 
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As for highs and lows, 
The sages of old 
Simply acknowledged their existence. 


If we praise either side, 
The other invokes fear, 
Then contempt arises. 


Without fundamental trust, 
There is no trust. 


Be cautious about valuing words. 


The work is done when everyone says: 
“We just acted naturally.” 
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When the Way is rejected, 
Righteousness and benevolence arrive. 


When intelligence is praised, 
Great hypocrisy is born. 


When family ties break down, 
Displays of affection and filial piety begin. 


With the nation in ruins, 
Patriots arise. 
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Renounce sanctimony 
And abandon knowledge; 
People will benefit in a hundred ways. 


Renounce benevolence 
And abandon righteousness; 
People will return to compassion and duty. 


Renounce cunning 
And abandon profit; 
Criminals and thieves will disappear. 


Understanding these three 
Is not enough. 


Dwell in the eternal moment. 
Present a simple appearance. 


Merge with the uncarved wood. 


Identity disappears. 
Desire comes to an end. 
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Reject learning, 
Worries vanish. 


Between yes and yeah, 
What is the real distance? 
Between good and evil, 
What is the real difference? 


Whoever is feared by others 
Cannot help but fearing them. 
The burden is useless 

And never ends. 


Everybody is shiny and festive, 

As if feasting at a great banquet; 

As if enjoying springtime from the top of a 
tower. 


I alone remain unmoved, 
Not giving signs; 

Like a newborn baby 
Who is yet to smile. 


Forlorn and lazy, 
Like a homeless person. 


Everybody has more than enough, 
And I alone appear empty. 


I have the heart of a fool, 
Confused in its uncarved simplicity. 
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Most people are attractive and sunny 
And I alone am tasteless and dull. 
Most people are sharp and intrusive, 
And I alone am muted and subdued. 


Placid, 
Like one floating in the ocean; 
Forever carried by the wind. 


Everybody has intentions, 
While I alone am spontaneous 


Like a peasant. 


I alone am different from the others; 
Still enjoying Mother’s meals. 
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The expression of Great Virtue 
Is to simply follow the Way. 


If the Way is regarded 
As an entity, 

It is entirely obscure, 
Entirely vague. 


So vague! So obscure! 
Inside it there are forms. 
So obscure! So vague! 
Inside it there are entities. 
So mysterious! So deep! 
Inside it there is life. 


This life is genuine reality. 
Inside it there is truth. 


From the present 
Back to antiquity, 
It remains the same. 


Thus you must study 
What is constant 
Throughout all ages. 
And how can we know 
What is constant 


Throughout all ages? 


By this... 
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The broken becomes healed. 
The crooked becomes straight. 
The empty becomes full. 

The old becomes fresh. 
Scarcity becomes satisfaction. 
Abundance becomes illusion. 


For this reason, 
Wise people embrace the One, 
Becoming examples for all the world. 


They do not show themselves off, 
Therefore they shine. 

They do not impose themselves, 
Therefore they stand out. 

They do not force themselves, 
Therefore they achieve. 

They do not exalt themselves, 
Therefore they improve. 


If they do not compete, 
No one can compete with them. 


That saying from antiquity: 
“The broken becomes healed...” 


Were these only empty words? 


To be perfectly healed 
Is to return home. 
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Speaking little is spontaneous and natural. 
Therefore, 

A cyclone won’t stay the entire morning. 

A storm doesn’t last a day. 


And these are made by Heaven and Earth. 
When even the Great Heaven and Earth 
Are unable to persist, 

What should we say about humans! 


Therefore, concerning the Way, 

The Way is identifying yourself with the Way. 
Virtue is identifying yourself with Virtue. 
Failure is identifying yourself with failure. 


Those who identify themselves with the Way 
Are readily embraced by the Way. 


Those who identify themselves with Virtue 
Are readily embraced by Virtue. 


Those who identify themselves with failure 
Are readily embraced by failure. 


Without trust in this, 
There is no trust. 
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Standing on tiptoes; 
No stability. 


Standing astride to occupy more; 
Can't advance. 


Showing off; 
Won't shine. 


Self-righteous; 
Can’t succeed. 


Self-asserting; 
Lacks achievements. 


Self-praising; 
Can’t improve. 


For people on the Way, 
Efforts and exaggerations 
Inspire disgust. 


Therefore, 


Those on the Way 
Move on. 
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There is something vague and yet complete, 
Before Heaven and Earth arise. 


How silent! How empty! 
Standing on its own, unchanging. 
Acting everywhere, without end. 


One might consider it 
Mother of all there is. 


I do not know its name. 
Words about it speak of a Way. 
Forced to define it, speak of greatness. 


Greatness implies a journey. 
A journey implies long distances. 
Long distances imply a return. 


Therefore there is greatness in the Way. 
There is greatness in Heaven. 

There is greatness on Earth. 

Also in humanity there is greatness. 


Four kinds of greatness, 
And humanity is one among them. 


Humans follow the Earth. 
The Earth follows Heaven. 
Heaven follows the Way. 
The Way follows itself. 
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The heavy anchors the light. 
Stillness becomes the master of haste. 


In this way, wise people travel all day long 
Without abandoning their heavy wagons. 


Even when they are surrounded 
By magnificent sights, 

Calm and collected, 

They remain above it all. 


So how could a lord 
Keep ten thousand carriages, 
And still act frivolous in this world? 


Lightness would 
Consequently 
Lose its anchor. 


Haste would 


Consequently 
Lose control. 
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Skillful wandering 
Leaves no footprints, 
No trace. 


Skillful communication 
Needs no lie, 
No blame. 


Skillful calculation 
Needs no abacus, 
No numbers. 


Skillful protection 
Needs no lock or barrier, 
And yet it blocks exposure. 


Skillful bonding 
Needs no ropes or knots, 
And yet it prevents dispersion. 


This is how the wise person 
Skillfully helps the others, 
So that no one is neglected. 


They skillfully enjoy life 
So that nothing is wasted. 


This we may call 
Practicing Wisdom. 


Eventually 
We realise this: 
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The skillful person 

Is a teacher for the unskilled ones. 
The unskilled person 

Is a student for the skillful ones. 


Not respecting your teachers, 

Not taking care of your students... 
As cunning as it may seem, 

It is great delusion. 


This we may call 
An Important Mystery. 
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Embrace the yang and keep the yin. 
Become the world’s river, 
Accept everything. 


Being the world’s river, 
Your Virtue will endure. 
Return to infancy, 

Like going back home. 


Embrace the light and keep the shadows. 
Become an example to the world, 
Accept everything. 


Being an example to the world, 
Your Virtue will not falter. 
Return to Oneness, 

Like going back home. 


Embrace the glory and keep the shame. 
Become the world’s valley, 
Accept everything. 


Being the world’s valley, 
Your Virtue will suffice. 
Return to the uncarved wood, 
Like going back home. 


When the wood is carved, 

It turns into utensils. 

Occupied with these, 

Bright people turn into bureaucrats. 
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Therefore, 
Great Governance 
Does not carve. 
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Looking into the desire 

To control the world 

And to interfere in it, 

I notice that it has no end. 


The world is a sacred entity, 
Not at all suited for artificial intervention. 


Those who interfere in it, 
Corrupt it. 


Those who grab at it, 
Lose it. 


Therefore, creatures 
Sometimes will lead, 

And sometimes will follow; 
Sometimes will gasp, 

And sometimes will snore; 
Sometimes are strong, 
And sometimes are weak; 
Sometimes destroy, 

And sometimes are ruined. 


This is why sages 
Avoid extravagance, 
Avoid luxury, 

Avoid grandiosity. 
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Those who rely on the Way, 

Would never advise the rulers of the empire 
To employ soldiers and aggression 

Against the people of the world. 


This kind of attitude 
Tends to a rebound. 


Wherever an army makes camp, 
There later thorns will grow. 

In the aftermath of great battles, 
Always years of famine and misery. 


Skillful people get satisfied 
And then stop, 

Not daring to think 

Of seizing by force. 


Satisfied and not boastful. 
Satisfied and not violent. 
Satisfied and not vain. 
Satisfied and not an achiever. 
Satisfied and not forceful. 


Things overgrown 
Soon become frail. 


This we may call 
Away from the Way. 


Away from the Way, 
A dead end is near. 


145 


31 


Even the most exquisite weapons and armies 
Are instruments of misfortune. 

They are hateful things and therefore, 
People on the Way avoid them. 


Worthy people stay at home 
Favouring life. 

People using weapons and armies 
Are favouring death. 


War tools are instruments of misfortune, 
Unsuitable instruments for worthy people. 
There is no fulfilment using them. 

Peace and quiet are superior. 


Even in triumph there is no beauty. 
Those attracted to weapons, 

Are actually attracted to killing people. 
Those attracted to killing people, 

Are simply not qualified 

To attain realization in this world. 


Happiness favours life. 
Tragedy favours death. 
The humble favours life. 
The proud favours death. 


Think of the funeral ceremonies: 
When lots of people have been killed, 
We feel sadness, grief and compassion. 
For every triumph in battle, 

Think of the funerals it produced. 
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The Nameless Eternal Way: 


Simplicity might seem unappealing, 
But nobody in the world 
Is able to exhaust it. 


If leaders and kings 

Were able to grasp this, 

Ten Thousand Things 

Would by themselves comply. 


Heaven and Earth join together 

To produce delightful dewdrops. 

No person is governing this. 

Instead, the association happens naturally. 


When controlling is born, names appear. 
From those names, other names are inferred. 
After that, the ambition for knowledge 
Doesn’t know when to stop. 


Knowing when to stop is useful 
When avoiding danger. 


Think of the Way of Nature 
As creeks and streams, 
Flowing towards the rivers 
And the oceans. 
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Knowing others is clever. 
Knowing oneself is wise. 


Overcoming others takes power. 
Overcoming oneself takes strength. 


Being satisfied is being wealthy. 
Pursuing new achievements 
Is having anxiety. 


Not to stray away 
From who you really are 


Is the requirement for success. 


To be a mortal, yet not degrading; 
Verily, this is living forever. 
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The Great Way spreads everywhere! 
It flows both left and right. 


Ten Thousand Beings depend on it to exist, 
And yet there are no explanations. 


The work is done thoroughly, 
With no words nor claims. 


It harbours and provides 
For Ten Thousand Beings, 
And yet it does not presume leadership. 


Ever desireless, 
It might be seem as ordinary. 


But Ten Thousand Beings belong to it, 
And yet it does not presume leadership. 


It can be considered great, 

Because it never presumes to be great. 
Thus, it can achieve 

Such greatness. 
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Experience the Big Picture, 
And the world happens 
Without harm. 

Safety and peace 

Abound. 


Music and fine food... 

A passing stranger will linger. 
Talking about the Way... 

How plain! 

It has no taste! 


Look at it! 
There’s not much to see. 


Listen to it! 
There’s not much to hear. 


Use it! 
It’s inexhaustible. 
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If you want to flatten it, 
First make sure to stretch it. 


If you want to weaken it, 
First make sure to empower it. 


If you want to abolish it, 
First make sure to support it. 


If you want to despoil it, 
First make sure to endow it. 


This we may call 
Subtle Insight. 


The acceptant and soft 
Overcomes the resistant and hard. 


Fish are not meant to leave the water. 


Sharp weapons of a nation 
Are not meant to be aimed at the people. 
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The Way never does a thing, 
And yet nothing is left undone. 


If leaders and kings 

Were able to grasp this, 

Ten Thousand Things 

Would by themselves make progress. 


The will to change others 

Is a manifestation of desire. 
We can subdue it 

In Nameless Artlessness. 


Nameless Artlessness 
Can free us from desire. 


No desire 
Leads to serenity. 


The world 


Can take care 
Of itself. 
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Superior Virtue is not virtuous. 

This is how it maintains Virtue. 
Lowly Virtue is obsessed with Virtue. 
This is how it lacks Virtue. 


Superior Virtue does not act 
And has no purpose to interfere. 
Lowly Virtue acts upon others 
And has a purpose to interfere. 


Superior Benevolence acts upon others, 
But has no purpose to interfere. 


Superior Righteousness acts upon others 
And also has a purpose to interfere. 


Superior Etiquette acts upon others, 
But when people don’t reciprocate with it, 
It rolls up its sleeves and pushes by force. 


Thus, lose the Way and Virtue appears. 
Lose Virtue, Benevolence appears. 

Lose Benevolence, Righteousness appears. 
Lose Righteousness, Etiquette appears. 


So Etiquette is but a sham 
Of sincerity and good faith. 
It is the beginning of chaos. 


Being ahead in knowledge 
Is a flowery way. 
It is the source of stupidity. 
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This is why people who are mature 
Maintain authenticity, 
Instead of lingering on a sham. 


They hold the fruit, 
Instead of settling on the flowers. 


They reject one 
And keep the other. 
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From antiquity, 
These have attained Unity: 


Heaven has attained Unity 

By becoming bodiless. 

Earth has attained Unity 

By becoming steady. 

Human hearts have attained Unity 
Through the experience of the sacred. 
Rivers have attained Unity 

By becoming abundant. 

Ten Thousand Beings have attained Unity 
By coming to life. 


If Heaven was not bodiless, 

It could split apart. 

If Earth was not steady, 

It might open up. 

If Human hearts experienced nothing sacred, 
They might get lost. 

If rivers were not abundant, 

They might dry up. 

If Ten Thousand Beings stopped creating life, 
They might go extinct. 


In Unity, 
Sophistication has its roots in the vulgar. 
The noble has its foundation in the humble. 


This is why leaders and kings 
Like declaring themselves 
Helpless, lonely and worthless. 
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This is using the humble as a root, is it not? 


The many parts of a carriage 
Are not a carriage. 


Gems shine and dazzle with colour, 
But also crackle and pop like stones. 
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Returning 
Is the movement of the Way. 


No-differentiation 
Is the practice of the Way. 


Ten Thousand Things 
Take different forms; 
Forms arise 

From the formless. 
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When superior students hear about the Way, 
They practice it with determination. 

When ordinary students hear about the Way, 
They get excited but are later bored by it. 
When lesser students hear about the Way, 
They ridicule it. 


If they don’t ridicule it, 
There’s no ground for considering it the Way. 


Therefore, proverbial words say: 

The Way of enlightenment looks dark. 

Going forward on the Way looks like going 
back. 

The Way of ease looks rough. 


The highest virtue looks like a river. 
The highest purity looks disgraced. 
Overflowing virtue looks insufficient. 
Established virtue looks clandestine. 
Evident truth looks uncertain. 


The largest boundary has no corners. 
The largest vessel takes the most to fill. 
The highest sound, one cannot hear. 
The largest thought has no form. 


The Way is nameless and concealed, 


Yet the more adept at accepting the Way, 
The more satisfaction. 
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The Way creates One. 

One creates Two. 

Two create Three. 

Three create Ten Thousand Things. 


The Ten Thousand Things 

Keep the yin and embrace the yang, 
Blending these energies 

Into a harmonious result. 


Humans have their reasons 
For resenting existence: 
Helpless, lonely and worthless. 


And yet, leaders and kings 

Adorn themselves with such titles, 
Because one can lose something, 
And come out ahead. 

One can achieve victory, 

And come out as the loser. 


What others have taught, 
I also teach: 


Violence and aggression 
Are self-destructive. 


This insight 


I would call 
Lesson one. 
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In this world, 

The softest speedily rides the hardest. 
The bodiless can penetrate 

The spaces without gaps. 


Because of this, 
We can perceive 
The benefits of inaction. 


The wordless doctrine, 


The benefits of inaction: 
Few in the world realize these. 
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Reputation or life, 
Which is closer? 


Life or wealth, 
Which has more value? 


Victory or defeat, 
Which brings more pain? 


Of course a great attachment 
Entails a great price. 


Great accumulation 
Entails great losses. 


Understanding enough 
Avoids shame. 


Understanding when to stop 
Avoids trouble. 


This is how 
To live long. 
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The greatest achievement looks deficient, 
But its usefulness is never exhausted. 

The greatest satisfaction looks unappealing, 
But its usefulness is never depleted. 


The greatest sincerity looks crooked. 
The greatest ingeniousness looks clumsy. 


The greatest eloquence sounds dumb. 


Resolve overcomes the cold. 
Serenity overcomes the heat. 


Resolute serenity 
Is the Law of Nature. 
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When the Way prevails in the empire, 
Retired racehorses become useful 
In fertilizing the fields. 


When the empire forgets the Way, 
Warhorses are bred 


Throughout the borders. 


There is no greater evil 
Than submitting to greed. 


There is no greater tragedy 
Than not recognizing what is enough. 


There is no greater fault 
Than longing for gain. 


Understanding enough is enough 
Will always be enough. 
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Without crossing the door, 
Understand the world. 

Without looking through the window, 
See Heaven’s Way. 


The farther you go, 
The less you know. 


This is why the sages 
Know without going, 
Describe without seeing, 
Succeed without effort. 
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Pursuing knowledge, 
More activity everyday. 


Pursuing the Way, 
Less activity everyday. 


Less and less, 
Until it arrives at doing nothing. 


Nothing is done, 
And yet nothing is left undone. 


Forced to govern the world, 
Always apply the least effort. 


When you have to force it, 


You are no longer worthy 
Of governing the world. 
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Sages have no identity, 
They take the identity of ordinary people 
As their identities. 


Those who are fair 

Are received with fairness. 
Those who are less than fair 
Are also received with fairness. 
Virtue is fair. 


Those who are sincere 

Are received with sincerity. 
Those who are less than sincere 
Are also received with sincerity. 
Virtue 1s sincere. 


Sages are in this world 
Uniting and harmonizing, 
Adopting the world. 
Merging the world 

In their hearts. 


All you ordinary people: 
Look after the sages 


With your eyes and ears. 


All sages 
Are like children. 
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Life goes out. 
Death goes in. 


Life lies in the thirteen body parts. 
Death lies in the thirteen body parts. 


The same thirteen parts maintaining life 
Become the entry gate to death. 
Why is that? 


Because some worry too much about life. 


Now, we have heard of those people 

Who are skilled in managing their existence 
And travel all around 

Without meeting rhinos or tigers, 

They cross the battlefield 

Unburdened by shields or arms. 


Rhinos find no place to plunge their horns. 
Tigers find no place to sink their claws. 
Weapons find no place to run their blades. 
Why is that? 

Think of them 


As having no entry gate 
To death. 
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The Way creates them. 

Fundamental Energy nurtures them. 
Nature gives them a form. 
Circumstance completes them. 


This is why the Ten Thousand Beings, 
With no exception, 

Find their realization on the Way 

And follow the Fundamental Energies. 


Finding realization on the Way 

And following fundamental energies: 

On nobody’s orders, 

It happens spontaneously, 

Because the Way creates them 

And Fundamental Energy nurtures them. 


Sustaining them, developing them, 
Sheltering them, renewing them, 
Fostering them, and responding to them. 


Creating, yet not claiming them. 
Developing, yet not depending on them. 


Leading, yet not controlling. 


This we may call 
Mystic Virtue. 
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The world has a source. 
Consider it the world’s Mother. 


Having perceived this Mother, 

From Her, understand the Children. 
Having understood the Children, 

Go back home and attend to the Mother. 


Death is not something to fear. 


Shut the gates to ambition. 
Close the doors to premeditation. 
The remainder of existence 
Offers you no threat. 


Uncover the veil. 

Find true realization. 

The remainder of existence 
Needs no salvation. 


Understanding the subtle, 
Implies clarity. 

To maintain acceptance, 
Implies strength. 


Use that which is illuminated 
To go back home to clarity. 


Do not abandon yourself to illusion. 


This we may call 
Sustainable Practice. 
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May our ambition 
Be for comprehension 
About traveling the Great Way. 
Only straying from this is to be feared. 


The Great Way is extremely simple, 
Yet people prefer complications. 


The palaces are impeccably maintained, 
While the fields are utterly neglected. 


The barns are terribly empty. 


Clothes are refined and extravagant. 
At their waists, shining swords. 


Much wine and food are being wasted. 
Hoarding wealth and goods: 
This we may call 


A Feast of Thieves. 


It is certainly 
Not the Way. 
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Whatever is properly established, 
Will never be uprooted. 
Whatever is properly guarded, 
Will never be taken away. 


Therefore, 

Children and people from future generations, 
Forever will search and find 

Sacred Realization in this. 


Cultivate it in a person, 

Their Virtue becomes real. 
Cultivate it in a family, 

Their Virtue becomes fruitful. 
Cultivate it in a city, 

Their Virtue becomes lasting. 
Cultivate it in a realm, 

Their Virtue becomes prosperous. 
Cultivate it in the world, 

Their Virtue becomes pervading. 


In this way, 

A person rules the person, 

A family rules the family, 

A city rules the city, 

A realm rules the realm 

And the world rules the world. 


How do I know the world is like that? 
By this... 
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The embodiment of Virtue 
Is like a naked baby. 


Venomous critters do not bite. 
Ferocious beasts do not seize. 
Birds of prey do not strike. 


The bones are weak 
And their muscles soft, 
But their grasp is firm. 


No knowledge about male and female, 
But their sex is already formed, 
Their vital essence complete. 


They can scream all day long, 
Yet never getting hoarse. 
Their harmony is complete. 


Know that harmony 

Is a continuous flow. 

Know that a continuous flow 
Is wisdom. 


What prolongs life 
Is happiness. 


Concentrating the mind on your breath 
Is power. 


Things grown mighty 
Will soon grow frail. 
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This we may call 
Away from the Way. 


Away from the Way, 
A dead end is near. 
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Those who know, 
Do not preach. 
Those who preach, 
Do not know. 


Shut the gates to ambition. 
Close the doors to premeditation. 


Ease the tension. 

Untie the knot. 

Reduce the flame. 

Embrace things as they are. 


This we may call 
Profound Oneness. 


It cannot be achieved by affection, 
It cannot be achieved by aversion. 


It cannot be achieved by gain, 
It cannot be achieved by loss. 


It cannot be achieved by joy, 
It cannot be achieved by suffering. 


It cannot be achieved by respect, 
It cannot be achieved by contempt. 


Thus it becomes 
The World’s Treasure. 
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Use correctness to rule a kingdom. 
Use tricks to wage war. 

Use no-effort 

And take over the world. 


How do I know this is so? 
Consider this: 


In this world, 

The more taboos and prohibitions, 

The poorer people become. 

The sharper the weapons, 

The worse are the revolts. 

The more cleverness and ingeniousness, 
The more tragedies and perversions. 
The more laws and regulations, 

The more bandits and thieves. 


Therefore, sages would say: 


We do not interfere, 

While people can change by themselves. 

We adopt serenity, 

While people can govern themselves. 

We make no effort, 

While people can prosper by themselves. 

We have no ambitions, 

While people can find the truth by 
themselves. 
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If government is muted and subdued, 
People are honest and genuine. 

If government is alert and intrusive, 
People are cunning and artificial. 


What a tragedy! 
Happiness depends on the circumstances. 
What a blessing! 
Suffering is limited to the circumstances. 


Who can understand these delimitations 
That lie beyond the reach of rationality? 


Rationality leads to irrationality. 
That which rationality admires 
Leads to monstrosities. 


Humanity has been deluded for so long, 
The disease has become chronic, persistent. 


This is why wise people 

Can build without cutting, 

Can push without forcing, 

Can be correct without being imposing. 


They can illuminate 
Without dazzling. 
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Governing human affairs, 
Consider the workings of Heaven. 


There is nothing better 
Than moderation. 
Only the sparse 

Can float. 


Floating implies 
A great accumulation of Virtue. 


With a great accumulation of Virtue, 
There are no obstructions. 


Without obstructions, 
The Mind is boundless. 


When the Mind is boundless, 
One can say a kingdom 
Has genuinely been conquered. 


Conquer the Mother’s Kingdom, 
Worthy of being called Eternal; 

Of being called The Deep Foundation, 
The Firm Root — 

The Way of Continuous Birth 

And Transcendental Wisdom. 
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Governing a large territory, 
Like frying small fish. 


This is how the Way 
Manages the world. 


Either devils have the power to interfere, 
Or devils have no power to interfere. 


Either ghosts are unable to harm humans, 
Or ghosts are constantly harming humans. 


Nevertheless, 
The sages do no harm to humans. 


Because sages and ghosts 

Do not harm each other, 

The Virtue of Going Back Home 
Fulfils them. 
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The Great Kingdom 

Is flowing under appearances, 

Where all forms converge into oneness — 
The passive side of the world. 


Using acceptance, 
The passive overcomes the active. 
Using acceptance, it acts passively. 


Therefore, the Great Kingdom 
Submits to the Small Kingdom 
And conquers the Small Kingdom. 


If the Small Kingdom 
Submits to the Great Kingdom, 
It conquers the Great Kingdom. 


Therefore, 
One submits to conquer, 
The other submits to join. 


The Great Kingdom 
Has no greater purpose 
Than uniting and nurturing others. 


The Small Kingdom 
Has no greater purpose 
Than joining and helping others. 


Both achieve their purposes, 
Because the Great assumed passivity. 
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The Way is the refuge 

For Ten Thousand Beings; 

A treasure for those who are good, 

An oasis for those who are less than good. 


Elegant rhetoric is useful in the market. 
Noble deeds are useful to get a promotion. 
If a person is less than skilful, 

Why reject what they have to offer? 


In this way, emperors have been crowned, 
Appointing ministers and nobles. 


Still, even large tributes of jade, 
Drawn by teams of four horses, 

Do not compare to sitting; 
Advancing in the Way of Right Now. 


Ancient sages had their reasons 
For valuing the Way of Right Now. 


What was that they used to say? 


“Those who search will find, 
And who knocks will be let in.” 


The Way 


Is the real treasure 
Of this world. 
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Acting without acting. 
Effort without effort. 
Enjoyment without enjoyment. 


Greatness is ordinary. 

More is less. 

The proper response to hostility 
Is Virtue. 


There are complex strategies in simplicity. 
There are great discoveries in the trivial. 


The world’s most complex undertakings 
Always begin with simple tasks. 
The world’s greatest endeavours 
Always begin with small details. 


This is why the sages 

Would never pursue greatness. 
In this way, 

They can become great. 


Those who promise too lightly, 
Surely deserve mistrust. 

Too much carelessness, 

Surely leads to a lot of hardship. 


This is why the sages 
Avoid complications. 


In this way, 
They do not complicate themselves. 


181 


64 


If something is steady, 

It is easy to embrace. 

If something is yet to take form, 
It is easy to accommodate. 

If something is thin, 

It is easy to break through. 

If something is subtle, 

It is easy to disperse. 


Deal with existence 

Before things exist. 

Arrange existence 

Before things become confusing. 


Timber too large to embrace 
Developed from a tiny sprout. 
A nine-story tower 

Begins with a bucket of dirt. 
A very long journey 

Begins with a single step. 


Those who interfere 
Will cause harm. 


Those who get attached 
Will lose. 


This is the reason 

Sages do not interfere; 
Therefore, they cause no harm. 
They do not get attached; 
Therefore, they do not lose. 
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In their pursuits and businesses, 
People often sabotage their success 
Just as they are about to achieve something. 


Remaining undisturbed, 
From beginning to end, 
Avoids catastrophe. 


This is why the sage’s ambition 
Is to have no ambition. 


Sages do not prize 
Hard-to-obtain items. 


They learn 

How to unlearn, 
And go back to 
What the others 
Have passed by. 


Guiding Ten Thousand Beings 


Towards realizing their own nature, 
But never presuming to interfere. 
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In antiquity, 

Followers of the Way 

Were not trying to enlighten others; 
Instead, they tried making things simple. 


Humanity’s problems 
Arise from it being governed. 
The fault lies in too much intelligence. 


Eventually, 

Relying on intelligence 

Will lead to a kingdom: 

The Kingdom of Injury and Theft. 


Not relying on intelligence 
Will also lead to a kingdom: 


The Kingdom of Blessings and Satisfaction. 


Comprehend both 
And investigate the patterns. 


To comprehend the principles, 
And to investigate the patterns: 
This we may call 

Mystic Virtue. 


How deep and far reaching is Mystic Virtue! 


It guides beings in going back to reality 
And attaining perfect harmony. 
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Why do rivers and oceans 

Conquer the hundred streams? 
Because they excel 

At putting themselves lower. 

This is how they become fit to rule. 


Therefore, people seeking to be superior 
Should consider themselves inferior. 
People trying to get ahead 

Should place themselves behind. 


This is why the sages 

Can be placed on top 
Without oppressing others; 
They can be placed ahead 
Without obstructing others. 


This is how the world can go on willingly, 
Without wearing out. 


Because sages avoid disputes, 
None in the world can dispute with them. 
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Everybody in the world 
Shares our Great Incomparable Way. 


Because of its greatness, it is incomparable. 
When there are different things to compare, 
The Way shrinks and turns veiled. 


Here we have three treasures; 
Accept them and secure them: 


The first one is called Compassion. 

The second one is called Parsimony. 

The third one is called Not Acting as if I was 
the Ruler of the World. 


Compassion is needed before being brave. 

Parsimony is needed before being generous. 

Not Acting as if I was the Ruler of the World 
is needed before we can find lasting satisfaction. 


Now... 

To forsake compassion, 

And insist on being brave... 

To forsake parsimony, 

And insist on being generous... 

To forsake humility, 

And insist on being self-centered... 
These are all particularly catastrophic. 


Besides, 
When compassion is applied offensively, 
It leads to the real victory. 
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When it is applied defensively, 
It guarantees real safety. 


When Heaven wants to rescue a being, 
It inspires compassion to protect them. 
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Competent officials 
Are not aggressive. 
Competent soldiers 
Are not angry. 


Competent conquerors 
Confront no enemy. 
Competent leaders 
Behave like servants. 


This we may call 
Contendless Virtue. 


We may call it 
Using Human Power. 


We may call it 
Worthy of Heaven. 


The accomplishment 
Of old. 
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There is a saying 
About waging war: 


“T dare not to be the host, 
But only a guest. 

I dare not to advance an inch, 
But only to retreat a foot.” 


This we may call 

Progress without progress; 

Rolling up sleeves without baring arms; 
Deposing without a fight; 

Conquering without weapons. 


There is no greater calamity 
Than contempt for the rival. 
Feeling contempt, 

We lose our treasure. 


When opposing armies are matched, 


The one with compassion 
Attains true victory. 
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My words 
Are so very easy to understand; 
So very easy to apply. 


None in the world can understand; 
Nobody can apply. 


Words have a source. 
Phenomena have a ruler. 

As long as this is not understood, 
My words are not understood. 


Those who understand are few, 
But this is my treasure. 


Thus, 
Sages wear ordinary clothes, 
Concealing a jewel inside. 
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To comprehend 
No-comprehension 
Is flawless. 


Not to comprehend 
Comprehension 
Is sickness. 


It is by rejecting the feeling of being sick, 
That one can escape from sickness. 


Sages avoid sickness 


Because sickness makes them feel sick. 
This is how they avoid sickness. 
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If people do not fear what is fearful, 
Great fearful things will happen. 


Do not oppress the lives of others. 
Do not overload the work of others. 


Only when there is no oppressing, 
Can there be no oppression. 


The sages comprehend themselves, 
But do not display themselves; 
They love themselves, 

But do not glorify themselves. 


They reject one 
And keep the other. 
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Presumptuous bravery leads to death. 
Unpresumptuous bravery leads to life. 


Both attitudes could be either 
Beneficial or detrimental. 


Who could ever understand 
The judgement of Heaven? 
This is why the sages 
Avoid complications. 


The Way of Heaven does not contend, 
Yet it always prevails. 

It does not speak, 

Yet it always responds. 

It does not summon, 

Yet it naturally gathers. 

It does not show among things, 

Yet it always shapes them. 


Heaven’s Net is wide and loose, 
Yet nothing escapes it. 
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If people do not fear death, 
Who can intimidate them with death? 


Suppose people are afraid of dying, 
Yet somebody acts perversely. 


It becomes necessary 
To arrest and execute them. 


Who would dare? 


There is usually an executioner 
Responsible for the killing. 


But turning into an executioner 
Is like replacing the master carpenter. 


If you take the place of a master carpenter, 
It is difficult not to harm your hands. 
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The people starve. 


The rich gorge themselves in profits; 
This is why people starve. 


The people rebel. 


The rich oppress the people; 
This is why people rebel. 


The people are indifferent to death. 


The rich make their lives too hard; 
This is why people become indifferent to 
death. 


Therefore, 

Only when people do not see life 
As an obligation, 

Can we speak of a talent 

For valuing life. 
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When people are alive, 

They are soft and yielding. 

In death, 

They become inflexible and stiff. 


The Ten Thousand Beings, 

The herbs and trees, 

Are born soft and tender. 

In death, 

They become withered and tough. 


Therefore, 

Inflexibility and toughness 
Are the companions of death. 
Flexibility and tenderness 
Are the companions of life. 


Unbending weapons 
Will eventually break. 


The toughest tree 
Will soon be cut down. 


The hard and mighty 
Sink. 

The yielding and gentle 
Float. 
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The Way of Heaven 

Is like a stretched bow: 
The top gets pulled down, 
The bottom gets pulled up. 


The excessive is diminished, 
While the deficient is supplemented. 


The Way of Heaven 
Takes from abundance 
And amends insufficiency. 


The Way of Society 

Looks very different: 
Stealing it from the poor 
And presenting it to the rich. 


Who has enough abundance 
To satisfy the world? 


Only those following the Way. 
This is why the sages act, 

Yet have no intentions; 

Why they succeed, 

Yet do not linger. 


They have no ambitions 
Of being recognized. 
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Nothing in the world 
Compares to water 
In flexibility and tenderness. 
And yet nothing surpasses its talent 
For overcoming the inflexible and stiff. 
Nothing could do it so easily! 
The weak overcomes the strong. 
The flexible overcomes the hard. 
This is universal knowledge. 
Yet nobody puts it to practice. 


Therefore, the sages claim: 


Embrace society’s dirt! 
Become the true altar of soil and grain! 


Embrace society’s reproach! 
Become the rightful emperor of the world! 


True words 
Seem upside down. 
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If a great resentment is reconciled, 
Still some resentment remains. 


How could this be considered 
“Being good”? 


This is why the sages 
Uphold their end of the bargain, 
Yet refuse putting pressure on others. 


Having Virtue, 

One is taking care of their own obligations. 
Not having Virtue, 

One is seeking for profits. 


The Way of Heaven has no attachments, 
But it usually favours the good person. 
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A small territory, 
With a spread out population. 


Suppose a dozen or a hundred people have 
tools, 
But never use them. 


Suppose people wonder about death, 
But have no taste for long journeys. 


Though there are boats and wagons, 
They have no reason to use them. 
Though there are shields and swords, 
They have no reason to display them. 


Suppose instead of writing, 
People still rely on tied knots 
To exchange messages. 


They savour their own food; 

They adorn their own clothes; 

They feel secure in their own homes; 
They delight in their own traditions. 


Neighbouring territories are so close, 
They can hear each other’s roosters and dogs. 


Yet people grow old and die, 
Without ever crossing their own borders. 
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Truthful words are not pretty. 
Pretty words are not truthful. 


Good people are not sophisticated. 
Sophisticated people are not good. 


Sages are not scholars. 
Scholars are not sages. 


Sages are not greedy. 


The more they serve, 
The more they gain; 
The more they give, 
The more they win. 


The Way of Heaven: 
Support without intervention. 


The Way of Sages: 
Activity without struggle. 
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You see anything here that is not prime? 


Panshan was a monk wandering from master 
to master, seeking the one who could maybe spark 
his experience of enlightenment. 

While strolling through a village market on 
his way to a famous temple, Panshan overhead a 
customer requesting from a butcher: 

“T want a portion from the prime part, please!” 

The butcher, visibly affronted, slammed the 
knife on the table and growled: 

“Listen up, buddy. You see any part here that 
is not prime?” 

Upon hearing these words, Panshan finally 
experienced the enlightenment he had been 
searching for. 


Commentary: 


This monk has inadvertently stumble upon 
something extraordinary. Though that butcher 
may not look like a lion, he can certainly roar like 
one. 

But how did Panshan get enlightened? 


The sutras claim everything is One; there is 
really nothing like “some things are big” and 
“some other things are small”. 

This being so, how come that mountain is big- 
ger and that mountain is smaller? 


One should understand nothing exists apart 
from their own completeness. 
It doesn’t matter how much space it occupies, 
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it will never fail to cover the ground. 

As the totality of existence is present in each 
and every thing, what is the origin of the meas- 
urement scale you are using? 

If you can see deeply into this, you will see 
into Panshan’s enlightenment. 


Poem: 


If you talk about gain and loss, 
You are a gain-and-loss person. 


Don’t you see? 


That one is a big buddha. 
That one is a small buddha. 


203 


“SERVANT APPLYING MEDICINE TO GEISHA’S ARM” 
KiTAO SHIGEMASA - JAPAN (LATE 18TH CENTURY) 
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Pathologies 


The following koan is accompanied by a poem 
from master Tendo and many commentaries from 
master Bansho, including the ones in brackets. 


Introduction: 


A bodiless person has taken ill. 

An armless person gathers some herbs. 

A person without a mouth swallows them. 
A person without sensitivity is feeling well. 
But after all, you tell me: 

How to deal with a deadly disease? 


Main case: 
Master Unmon said: 


When light is not allowed to pass freely, two 
kinds of illnesses are developed. (Can you feel your 
mouth drying and your tongue swelling?) 


One of them concerns the Absolute lacking 
clarity, so you end up seeing “things” in front of 
you. (Seeing ghosts in broad daylight? Isn’t that 
an illusion?) 


The other illness happens when you have al- 
ready grasped the emptiness of things, and yet 
some tiny little thing, very subtle, still remains. 
This is also due to an obstruction touching on the 
free passage of light. (The poison has already 
reached your chest, my friend... So why are you 
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clenching your throat?) 


Also the practice of meditation has two kinds 
of illnesses. (Trouble never comes alone!) 


One is attaining the formal aspect of medita- 
tion and getting attached to it. Thus, meditation 
is not forgotten and your feelings of identity re- 
main stuck to the meditation realm. (As if false 
idols werent bad enough, it had to be such a close 
relative!) 


Even if you reach enlightenment, it is still not 
enough. (Indulging the illness, the body dies.) 


The other illness is to keep on thinking and 
searching, always considering and investigating 
“Who am I[?”’, “What is there?”... This is also due to 
an obstruction. (The doctor leaves and the spasms 
begin.) 


Bansho’s commentary: 


The present case reminds me of another one, 
when master Kembo told the assembly: 

“Meditation has three kinds of sicknesses and 
two kinds of light. One must go through them all 
and realize there is still a road leading beyond.” 

Unmon stepped forward and said: 

“Sitting inside the hut, why does he take no 
cognizance of the things outside?” 

Master Kembo laughed. 


Anyway, Kembo claimed meditation has three 
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kinds of sicknesses, while Unmon talked about 
two kinds of illnesses. 

In my days of wandering, everywhere the 
monks were arguing about this, saying the three 
kinds of sicknesses were: 


- Giving up before arrival. 
- Attachment after arrival. 
- Passing through, but only with a needle. 


Notice how Unmon’s two kinds of sicknesses 
in the practice of meditation simply discarded 
Giving up before arrival, while everything else is 
fundamentally the same. 


Master Butsugen said: 

“Looking for a donkey while riding a donkey is 
a form of disease. Refusing to dismount, after 
mounting a donkey, is also a form of disease.” 

Here, the third kind of sickness was omitted. 


Each master employs their own methods and 
come up with different diagnoses, depending on 
the situation. So the “three kinds of sicknesses 
and two kinds of light” are basically the same 
thing meant by “two kinds of illnesses when the 
light is not allowed to pass freely”. 


Concerning the “Absolute lacking clarity and 
you end up seeing ‘things’ in front of you,” Tozan 
says: 

“What she sees is clearly her own face; there 
is no other reality. However, it is also obvious she 
is mistaking the reflection for the head.” 
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If you can see Heaven and Earth as one, be 
diligent and don’t let even a hair get in between. 
This is the way to achieve something. 


The case also says: 

“you have already grasped the emptiness of 
things, and yet some tiny little thing, very subtle, 
still remains. This is also due to an obstruction 
touching on the free passage of light.” 


Isan said: 

“When there is nothing else capable of dis- 
turbing the feelings, there is still an observer to 
that insensitivity.” 

An old sutra says: 

“Even if you abolish all your perceptions and 
differentiations, to isolate yourself in inner tran- 
quillity, this is still a reflection of differentiating 
things conceptually.” 

Nanyuan Huiyong said: 

“Previously, it was like walking on a candle’s 
flame.” 


Therefore, we say “this is also due to an ob- 
struction touching on the free passage of light.” 


According to Tozan’s principles, “if you remain 
quiet, you fall into stagnant waters; if you move, 
you are limiting yourself.” 

Thus, in your dealings with external things, 
do not react. Dealing with the internal, do not get 
attached to emptiness. 


Externalizing, yet not pursuing possibilities. 
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Internalizing, yet not getting attached to the 
trance. 


Doing this, you can naturally break through 
lights and pathologies all at once. And yet, it 
seems like you might still end up with doubts, 
wondering “Who am I?” 

Thus how can we reassure you? 

Here, let’s have doctor Tendo take your pulse! 


A poem from Tendo, with notes from Bansho: 


The Ten Thousand Being’s Web is like a preci- 
pice; 
(Whatever! It is not an enemy.) 


Forcing it past the point will block your eyes. 
(Trying to sharpen a whip.) 


Who would sweep this entire garden? 
(Sweeping trails leaves unmistakable tracks; 
the more you hide, the more is revealed.) 


The mysteries in the human Heart naturally 
give rise to feelings. 

(Suspicions in the mind create monsters in the 
dark.) 


The boat crosses a stream in autumn, 
(Submerged in stagnant waters.) 


Sailing towards the flowery shores. 
(The stationary shoreline might trick the eyes.) 
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With a silk nail, an old fisherman goes to the 
market. 
(He assembles his treasure, looking for gain.) 


Floating on the water, a single leaf rides the 
waves. 
(Marvelling in the flow.) 


Further commentaries by Bansho: 


An old sutra says: 
“All the Ten Thousand Forms and the endless 
appearances are manifestations of a single truth.” 


The One is Many and the Many are One 
Nothing more. 


Let it be described as a precipice as well; a 
stupendous amplitude... Nobody is worried about 
removing weeds in wild lands. 

In the end, a clean trail will trick people. 
Though it makes for an easy passage, it also puts 
blinders on the eyes. 


Another sutra says: 

“Illusory states of the mind are not abolished 
either.” 

Tozan said: 

“Unfortunately, the peasant cuts the spiritual 
roots along with the sacred grasses.” 

Why would we sweep the garden of its natural 
things? 


Unmon said: 


210 


“When the Absolute is lacking clarity and you 
end up seeing ‘things’ in front of you, this is an 
illness.” 

He is not advising the eradication of illusory 
objects and the abolishment of illusory states 
within the mind, to pursue your transcendence 
elsewhere... 


Sengcan said: 

“The six senses are not bad. Actually, they are 
identical to Real Enlightenment.” 

A sutra says: 

“When the illusion is perceived, detachment 
arises. No methods are needed and detachment 
from illusion happens naturally. Without doing 
anything, one perceives movement and stillness, 
changes and the unchanging all at once.” 

This is like rubbing a clay doll’s back with a 
diamond! 

Once the boat starts moving, you can no longer 
avoid the flowery shores. 


Eventually, going through different illnesses, 
you learn about remedies — but only after getting 
results can you dare to write prescriptions. 


Commentary from Kerozene: 


When you wait in line at the nightclub, is it 
just to stand in line for the toilet or the bar inside? 


We learn to dance at the nightclub. 
Later, we dance while standing in line. 
We dance in the toilet. 
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Visiting nightclubs just so you can stay in line 
is a disease, even if you are dancing while you 
walt. 

If you really like dancing, you can turn 
everything that happens into a dance. 
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No, no, no, no... 


A sutra says: 

“Every instant, do not produce illusory 
thoughts.” (No.) 

“Also do not try to abolish illusory states in 
the mind.” (No.) 

“Do not depend on the illusory realms of un- 
derstanding.” (No.) 

“Also do not pursue the reality of no-compre- 
hension.” (No.) 


Classifying this passage, Guifeng called it “a 
deluded mind reaches instant realization” and 
also “forgetting the mind, attaining awakening.” 

This nosy monk here took the liberty of add- 
ing the word “no” after each verse, with the follow- 
ing meaning: 


“No production,” 
“No abolishment,” 
“No understanding,” 
“No attachment.” 


These four paws are known everywhere else 
as diseases, but here they become medication. 

What to say about those who see illnesses in 
them? 


“To produce illusory thoughts.” 
Is this not “a stick born crooked,” “dead seeds”? 


“To abolish illusory states in the mind.” 
Is this not “loosing your life to treat the 
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illness”? 


“To depend on understanding.” 
Is this not “in need of some rest,” “like a dead 
man”? 


“To get attached to Oneness at the expense of 
the Many.” 

Is this not “fantasizing about the nature of en- 
lightenment, shrouding its real completeness?” 


In the book of Zhuangzi, when carpenter Shi 
comes in spinning his axe, making the air whistle 
while removing spots of clay from his friend’s nose, 
the feat is only possible because his friend re- 
mains perfectly still; undisturbed. 

If you replace the word “undisturbed” with my 
four “nos”, you will realize the teaching of a single 
word cannot be fully written even with an ocean of 
ink. 
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Idiosyncratic 


A Maharajah invited the twenty-seventh 
Indian Patriarch to a banquet. 

During the meal, the ruler questioned the 
sage about his idiosyncrasies: 

“Why don’t you read from the scriptures, like 
the other religious people do?” 

The patriarch said: 

“When breathing in, this humble pilgrim does 
not dwell in the realms of body and mind. When 
breathing out, this humble pilgrim does not get 
entangled in the ten thousand circumstances. 
This is the scripture that I practice and upon 
which I ponder, through hundreds of thousands of 
millions of scrolls.” 
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Kegon Kyujo 


The Chinese emperor Li Cunxu invited many 
Chan masters to a feast. 

During the event, all the monks were loudly 
chanting sutras, except for Kegon Kyujo and his 
followers, who remained silent. 

The emperor was curious and questioned the 
master: 

“Why don’t you read from the scriptures, like 
all the others?” 

Kegon said: 

“When everything is fine, there is no need to 
unveil the emperor’s seal. During a golden age, 
people stop chanting songs about peace.” 

The emperor still had a couple of doubts: 

“I can understand how this might apply to 
you, but what about your disciples?” 

Kegon said: 

“In a tiger’s den, you'll only find one kind of 
animal. When elephants walk, they leave no fox 
tracks behind.” 

The emperor insisted: 

“So why are all the other teachers reading 
from the scriptures?” 

Kegon said: 

“Jellyfishes have no eyes and, while searching 
for food, they must rely on their tentacles.” 

The emperor laughed. 
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A little bit more 


A disciple asked master Kegon Kyujo: 

“If our army sacrifices to heaven, pleading for 
victory on the battlefield, and the enemy does the 
same, whose plea shall be granted?” 

The master replied: 

“When the rain falls, it makes no distinction 
between plants that are withered or green.” 


A disciple asked Master Kegon Kyujo: 

“Why does an enlightened person still can get 
senile and confused?” 

The master replied: 

“A broken mirror reflects fractured images, 
and fallen petals would struggle to return to the 
flowers.” 


A disciple asked Master Kegon Kyujo: 

“Is the meaning of the Patriarch coming from 
the West the same as the meaning of the scrip- 
tures?” 

The master replied: 

“Even if anybody could find and spend all the 
treasure in the dragon’s palace, its meaning could 


not be exhaustively explained.” 
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A flag in the wind 


Two monks argued about a flag in the wind. 
One said the flag was moving, the other said it 
was the wind. 

Huineng, the Sixth Patriarch, drawn in by the 
commotion, corrected his students: 

“Not the flag, not the wind. The mind moves.” 


Commentary: 


What did Huineng mean by all this talk? 

If you can grasp this intimately, you will see 
how those monks went out to buy iron and were 
handed gold. 

Bet the Sixth Patriarch had enough of staring 
at those idiots, so he took a raw deal. 


Poem: 
Wind, flag, mind, movement. 
All the same. 


Once we open our mouths, 
All options are false. 
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An old Ryokan is daydreaming 


One day 
I'll be a skull, 
Aged by time. 


Resting on a pillow of grass, 
Exposed to the serenade of some bird or 
other. 


Kings and beggars 

Meet the same fate; 

As enduring as last night’s dream, 
They dissipate. 
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When alms are too generous, saints 
become suspicious 


The imperative: 
It cannot be fully described. 


Opportune declarations 
Are like a post to tie a donkey 
For thousands of years. 


How much turtle hair is woven 
Into the flowers in the sky? 


A stone woman lifts in vain 
The poisoned needle. 


This poem is like a mute 
Working as a messenger: 
He can point, 

But not explain. 
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Vast is the land, real people are few and 
making friends is difficult 


Those who face the trek to Cold Mountain 
Find themselves on an endless road. 


Rivers stretch long, piled with stones. 
Streams are wide and choked by grass. 


It ain’t the rain making moss vividly green, 
Nor the wind causing pines to moan. 


Who can rise above life’s complications, 
To sit with me among the clouds? 
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Making promises 
Baiyun told the assembly: 
Old Shakyamuni is famous for his four vows: 


Though beings are innumerable, I vow to save 
them. 

Though desires are inexhaustible, I vow to ex- 
tinguish them. 

Though the gates to wisdom are immeasura- 
ble, I vow to master them. 

Though the life of awakening is unsurpassa- 
ble: I vow to attain it. 


I myself have also made four vows. 
Here they are: 


When I am hungry, I eat. 

When I am cold, I layer up more clothes. 
When I am tired, I sleep. 

When I am hot, I look for a cool spot. 
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Sherlock Joshu 


A wandering monk on his way to Mount Tai — 
a sacred place with many temples, in China — 
asked for directions from the owner of a humble 
inn. She said: 

“You just need to go straight ahead.” 

As the monk took the first steps in that direc- 
tion, the woman laughed: 

“Here’s another one who only knows how to 
visit places!” 

Later, Joshu overheard monks arguing about 
it and said: 

“Wait here, and I'll investigate this person.” 

The master went to the inn and asked where 
Mount Tai was. The woman said: 

“You just need to go straight ahead.” 

Joshu returned to the monks and said: 

“I have already investigated that woman.” 


Commentary: 


That old lady was good at planning for war, 
but didn’t factor in the audacity of spies trying to 
infiltrate her tent. 

Old monk Joshu proved himself adept at the 
art of espionage, sneaking into the enemy camp to 
change the game, but in the end, we see he wasn’t 
much of a great general... 

They all got their faults, but tell me: what did 
Joshu see in that old lady? 


Poem: 
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When the question is plain, 

The answer is plain. 

When the question is sand in the midst of 
rice, 

The answer is thorns in the shifting sand. 

A bell rings three times. [This signals the 
start of a meditation session in many temples.] 
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Deceived by appearances 


A monk asked Joshu: 

“Master, how can I lift the veil of illusion, so 
as to stop being deceived by appearances?” 

Sitting silently in his chair, Joshu put his 
right foot forward. 

Believing the master was about to get up, the 
monk bent down and picked up a sandal, ready to 
put it on the master’s foot. 

Joshu retracted his foot. 

The monk was confused. 

Joshu said: 

“Stop trying to interpret everything and see 
things directly for what they are.” 
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Huang Lung Nan 


Great master Huang Lung Nan was eager to 
share the secrets of Zen Buddhism with his stu- 
dents, so he presented this test, composed of three 
questions: 


- Everyone has a place of origin. Where is 
yours? 

- How are my hands identical to the hands of 
Buddha? 

- How are my legs identical to the legs of a 
mule? 


One of the students stepped forward, ready to 
answer the riddle: 

“This morning I ate a couple of fruits, but now 
I am hungry again.” 

The master smiled in satisfaction, as he nod- 
ded his head in approval. 
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The target had fallen on the floor 


A monk asked the master: 

“What could be said to transcend the dualism 
between affirmation and negation?” 

The master charitably replied: 

“What do you think?” 

The monk was confused and started begging: 

“Please be merciful, master, and explain it to 
me.” 

The master admonished: 

“You are moving apart from the Way. It looks 
like already you are far away from the point in 
question.” 

The monk despaired: 

“IT come here with a question tormenting me! 
Can you not solve it for me?” 

The master replied: 

“Do you understand?” 

“Of course I did not understand, master! That 
is why I came here to make this question!” 

The master concluded: 

“This arrow has already passed.” 


Fast & peaceful 


How could one describe 
This life’s fleeting stride? 


Before the pen could write: 
“Like the dew’s brief shine!”, 
“It is lightening fast!”, 

It has already passed. 


Explaining in silence 


Shogen told the assembly: 

“Why won't the enlightened person step up 
and explain?” 

He also said: 

“A sermon need not come from the tongue!” 


Commentary: 


Shogen opened up quite frankly, but how 
many will understand? 

If anyone out there thinks they “get it”, they 
should come here and enjoy some blows from my 
staff! 

Look here: real gold is only recognized after 
you pass it through the fire. 


Poem: 


If enlightenment lifted its foot, 

Oceans would overflow. 

If enlightenment bowed its head, 

It would see what is above the sky. 

A body like that has nowhere to lie down. 
You there, finish this poem. 


[Kerozene:] 


Tongueless friend, tongueless friend: 
Answer through your nose! 


Traditional aquatic styles 


Since ancient times, sages and saints have 
lived close to the water. 

Living close to the water, people have either 
fished for fish, fished for people, or fished for the 
Way. 

These are the traditional aquatic styles. 

Furthermore, you also need to be fishing for 
your identity, taking the bait, being seized by the 
hook and caught by the Way. 
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“FISH IN A WHIRLPOOL” 
KAWANABE Kyosal - JAPAN (cA. 1887) 
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Discourse on the method 


It had been quite a while since Master Igen 
graced his students with a lecture. 

The monastery’ administrator sought him 
out and implored: 

“The assembly eagerly awaits your wisdom, 
master. Please, bless your colleagues with your 
guidance.” 

Igen summoned the assembly. In the place of 
honor, he sat in silent contemplation for a while. 
Without a word, he then rose, retreated to his 
quarters and closed the door. 

The administrator pursued him, demanding: 

“You committed to a lecture, master, but you 
didn’t say anything!” 

Igen said: 

“Literary teachers for literature. Philosophic 
teachers for philosophy. What did you expect from 
this old monk?” 


Commentary: 


The teaching about things as they are comes 
neither from the koans, nor from the sutras, nor 
from the commentaries. 

Is this the reason Igen kept his silence, or 
could it be he simply had nothing to say? 

Is it possible that he said something, after all? 
If so, what did he say? 


If you try expressing this subject with words, 
you move away from the point. Also resorting to 
silence, you are still a thousand miles from the 
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truth. If you say it is neither speech nor silence — 
or both — you are surrounding yourself with fancy 
words and affected differentiations. 

What did Igen say? 

Poem: 

The teaching about things as they are; 

Infinitely deep 


And meticulously subtle. 


In 250 years of transmission, 
It has never moved from mouth to ears. 
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Li Po 


We picked wildflowers 
And sat by the lake. 


The mountains soaked by autumn rains. 
The forests saturated 
In silent submerged emerald. 


The water’s mirror 
Lazily turns into a painting 
Of ever-changing clouds. 


Countless generations 
Forgotten by the wind, 

Yet all the great sages share 
This moment. 
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If love is a crime, I plead guilty 


No one is exempt from flaws, 

And mine is writing poems. 

I have let go of life’s thousand attachments, 
Yet this foolishness remains. 


Whenever I see a beautiful view, 
Wherever I meet a friend, 
I free my voice and recite a poem. 


It delights me, 


Like a heavenly being 
Has crossed my path. 
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Breaking an honest promise 


Last year, 
Ailing, 
I swore never to drink again. 


Last year, 
Who could have guessed 
The turns of this spring? 


Here I am, 


Back from old Liu’s house, 
As drunk as one can get! 
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Seven years apart 


Yang Wuwei asked master Furong Daokai: 

“How long has it been since our last meeting?” 

“Seven years!” 

“Have you been studying the Way, immersed 
in meditation?” 

“T don’t play that instrument anymore...” 

“So you just wander aimlessly through the 
mountains and rivers, oblivious to everything?” 

Furong said: 

“We have been apart for a long time and you 
are overestimating me.” 

Master Yang laughed. 


Commentary: 


The Way lies neither in knowing nor not know- 
ing. 

To know is illusory consciousness. 

Not to know is indifference. 


People hear other people say not knowing is 
deep, and how many masters have attained their 
enlightenment like this, so they jump straight 
into not knowing. 

But isn’t it easy to see how the philosophy of 
ancient teachers could cover everything like the 
sky, and support everything like the earth? 


It is not that complicated! Simply affirm com- 
pletely when affirming, but do not get attached to 
that affirmation. Oppose completely when oppos- 
ing, but do not get attached to that opposition. 
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All differentiations transcended — from the 
absolute to the relative — how could a sentence 
ever drown you? 
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Sacred or mundane? 


Master Rinzai was on a pilgrimage when he 
stumbled upon an isolated military post. Hungry 
for a meal, he decided to pay it a visit. 

Approaching a soldier at the entrance, the 
master pointed at a massive pillar by the gates 
and challenged the guard: 

“Ts this sacred, or mundane?” 

The soldier was silent. 

Already passing through the gates, on his way 
to beg for food inside, Rinzai slapped the pillar 
and said: 

“Even if you could say something, this is just 
a piece of wood.” 


Commentary: 


When people encounter the double barrier of 
the sacred and mundane, many stumble and fall 
into the mud. 

The soldier Yunlao becomes an instantaneous 
student of Rinzai. He has enough knowledge to 
understand the question, but ends up ensnared in 
a trap. 

Did you understand the question? 


Since ages forgotten, sages have used pillars 
to shoulder their teachings and through the years 
Zen practitioners have found in them a steady 
support. 

Rinzai wants to shake the tree to bring down 
the nest, so he points at the pillar and asks if it is 
sacred or mundane. 
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If you understand as soon as it is presented, 
you lead a free, unhindered life. 

If you deliberate, you have already fallen 
among the vines. 


Yunlao hesitates. He is wise enough to notice 
Rinzai’s trap, but not wise enough to escape it. 

You there, say a word that can rescue our 
friend Yunlao! 


Rinzai slaps the pillar and says: 

“Even if you could say something, this is just 
a piece of wood.” 

What a pity. 


In the end, both have fallen into the same pit. 
Poem: 


When affirmation and negation are mixed, 
There is nothing else to say. 


The actual truth 

About sacred and mundane, 
Whatever it is, 

It is fundamentally 

Up to you. 
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Shaking the gate, or That Austrian hiding 
the cat 


When Ganto called on Tokusan, he shook the 
entrance gate and asked: 

“Ts this sacred or mundane?” 

Tokusan immediately shouted. 

Ganto bowed. 


Hearing of this, Tozan said: 

“Few besides Ganto could understand that.” 

Ganto caught wind of this commentary and 
replied: 

“Tozan is becoming senile and can’t tell a horse 
from a mule anymore. Before that meeting, I could 
only use one hand at a time.” 


Commentary: 


Tokusan casually defeats the wind and con- 
fronts the rain. And now here comes Ganto, laying 
out his own carpet. 

Tokusan pushes the carpet with his staff. 
Ganto bows, retrieves his carpet and goes away. 

However, the next day, there is Ganto once 
more, sitting beside Tokusan! The master said: 

“Where did you learn to be so empty-headed?” 

Ganto said: 

“You overestimate me.” 

Tokusan remarks: 

“One of these days, you'll end up shitting on 
my head.” 


When a father hears the son is strong, he too 
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secretly wishes to be defeated by the youth — only 
after surpassing their teacher one can begin to 
teach. 

This matter is referred to everywhere as 
“shaking the gate,” but it doesn’t necessarily in- 
volve shaking a gate. 


In the past, someone concealed a bird in their 
hands and asked the Buddha: 

“This bird in my hand, is it dead or alive?” 

Shakyamuni shook the gate with his foot and 
sald: 

“Am I going in or going out?” 

Essentially, this carries the same principle as 
“sacred or mundane”. 


Ganto’s head was on fire, but he put it out 
quickly and later said: 

“Tozan is becoming senile and can’t tell a horse 
from a mule anymore. Before that meeting, I could 
only use one hand at a time.” 

This is the moment when he finally lit the 
candle and began to feast. 


Poem: 


People probe each other with words, 
Like probing water with a stick. 


Pulling out the weeds 

To clarify the Way 

Is usually applied; 

But suppose suddenly 

A tiger appears — what then? 
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“TIGER PEERING THROUGH BAMBOO, IN THE STYLE OF HASEGAWA SETTAN” 
KAWANABE Kyosal - JAPAN (1887) 
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Making it simpler 


The wind crosses the endless sky, 
Carrying clouds from peaks nearby. 


Debates 

On sacred or mundane 
Do not concern me, 

Go away. 
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A solid hook to the chin 


Goso Hoen told the assembly: 

“When you meet a Zen master on the road, 
you cannot use words, you cannot remain silent! 
What then?” 


Commentary: 


In such a moment, if you are able to respond 
intimately and immediately, your realization will 
be complete delight. 

Conversely, if you cannot do it, you should 
take a careful look around yourself, without see- 
ing anything. 


Poem: 

Meeting a Zen master on the road... 
You cannot speak, 

You cannot remain silent! 

Give them a good hook to the chin, 


And then Ill acknowledge 
You know something about Zen. 


245 


The most dangerous part of the body is 
the mouth 


When the fish meets the hook, 
If it is greedy, 
It will get caught. 


As soon as it opens the mouth, 
Its life is already lost. 
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Closing time 


A long time ago, in a place far away, people 
had a saying: 


“If you throw a luminous pearl at someone, 
rare is the person who won’t draw their sword.” 


They also repeated this: 


“Listening to lectures and explanations about 
a thousand miles is not as good as taking a single 
step with your own foot.” 


And so, as we close this third volume, I hope 
you can forgive me for this muddy bog, with its 
many problems and mistakes. 

To clear up any extra debt or grudge, caused 
by too much chatter about Zen, I will leave you 
one final poem before dashing to the bathroom to 
wash my face and mouth with soap, for at least 
three days: 


Poems and sutras; 
I carry them 
In my sleeves for a while. 


Eventually 

I burn them — 

Except for those words 
Deeply marked 

Into my heart. 
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Right here! 

Hidden capacity 

When you least expect it 
Translucent is the mind 
Does this box belong to you? 
A weird prince 

Impalpable essence 

Arrows against the sky 
Ting-ting... 

Treasure room 

An honest hustler 

Hey waiter, there’s a master in my soup 
Enjoy your meal! 


The enlightenment you seek and how different it is 


from you 

As much as air 

Well! 

Ikkyu’s nose was a bit sensitive 
Little monkeys 

Actual luxury 

Perfect Buddhahood 

Talking too much (probably drunk) 
The good mother 

It comes and goes in waves... 
Disappointments of age... 

“Ruan” is a stringed instrument 
Upholding a coerced promise 

In the trend of autumnal poems 
Dao De Jing 

You see anything here that is not prime? 
Pathologies 

No, no, no, no... 

Idiosyncratic 

Kegon Kyujo 
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